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      PREFACE

      

      This study is a work of patience and love. Since I first started doing research on this book I have been diverted from it on many occasions, first with my research on Juan de Valdés and the Origins of the Spanish and Italian Reformation
, Genève : Droz, 1970, and later by a joint project on the edition and translation of two of Valdés’ works to be published soon by Coronado Press, Kansas, under the title Juan de Valdés’ Two Catechisms.
 In between these two projects I left John of the Cross aside to publish several papers, two of which now form, in a modified manner part of Chapters I and II.

      These long detours, however, did not take away my original interest in the subject. On the contrary, they deepened and enriched my knowledge in areas very closely related to this study. It can be said that this is not a work of intense concentration in a short period of time but rather of slow maturation with an ever renewed enthusiasm for the subject.

      In between the projects mentioned above, I had the opportunity to go back to Spain twice, once in the Summer of 1970 and later on my sabbatical year 1973-1974. During this time I visited the sites and monuments related to John of the Cross and the Carmelite Reformation ; twice Segovia, the burial place of John ; and later Alba del Tormes and Avila. These repeated visits gave me a feeling for the spirit and landscape in which John lived so intensively.

      From this archeological and sightseeing interest I then moved into a direct dialogue with Carmelite scholars, experts on John’s thought. I wanted to test my ideas and interpretation on some of the issues which could be sensitive ones, such as John’s attitude toward Communion, biblical interpretation, etc.

      I was also most fortunate to meet a Carmelite Friar who had been heading the Committee in charge of supervising the restoration of John of the Cross’ famous « Drawing of Christ on the Cross ». I was introduced to him, Padre Juan Bosco de Jesús, by another Carmelite Friar, Padre Santiago Guerra, at the Carmelite Convent of Salamanca located at 31 Zamora Street. Father Bosco, of the Convent of Carmelites of 9 Triana Street, in Madrid, had recently been involved at that time (1974) with the Committee of the Instituto de Restauración de obras de arte, de la Dirección General de Bellas Artes, Departamento de Papeles y Manuscritos.
 To him I owe much of my information on important details regarding John’s Drawing which are most valuable and probably will never be officially published by that Committee.

      

      Later I had the opportunity to go to the Carmelite Convento in Triana Street, at Madrid, and meet and talk at length with a Carmelite scholar on Sanjuanista
 Studies, as research on John of the Cross is usually referred to in Spain. He was Friar Padre José Vicente de la Eucaristía, known also as Fray José Vicente Rodríguez, who made me feel most welcome and at ease. We discussed many of the issues I was interested in for my research, and he offered me valuable remarks and insightful criticisms which I took very much into consideration in my interpretation of some of the Sanjuanista
 doctrines, particularly the section of John’s attitude toward the Sacrament of Communion. Then, through Padre José Vicente and Padre Santiago Guerra, I was put in contact with the well known Carmelite scholar, Fray Eulogio de la Virgen del Carmen, known also as Padre Eulogio Pacho, of the Institutum Historicum Teresianum of Rome. To him I sent copies of my two articles on John to establish the basis of my approach to Sanjuanista
 studies with him. This was followed by an exchange of correspondence and papers and kind words of encouragement from him.

      To test my ideas on John of the Cross’ biblical interpretation, I sent a copy of my article on « Mystical Theology and ‘Salvation-History’ in John of the Cross », now Chapter II in this book, to the well known French Carmelite scholar, Jean Vilnet, now Bishop of Saint-Die, Epinal, France, who himself had published a book on John’s mysticism and the Bible (Bible et Mystique chez Saint Jean de la Croix
, 1953). His reply was most heartening. He said : « Je me sens assez fondamentalement d’accord avec ce que vous dites de l’exégèse de Saint Jean de la Croix. »

      I do not provide this information in order to hold any one of the persons mentioned responsible for my ideas or conclusions. However, besides acknowledging all of them, it is my purpose here to show that my research has been closely and personally in contact with Carmelite scholars as well as with the landscape and monuments of the Carmelite Reformation. Whatever I might have failed to grasp rightly was not for lack of research or personal feeling for the subject. The years I spent on my research and, above all, my personal contact with Carmelites Friars and scholars in Spain made me feel not as an intruder in their sacred tradition but as a friend and a brother with whom they were always eager to share ideas and information. This has been a most rewarding experience for me.

      About the book itself I would like to say that it was expanded from its original narrow conception as a study of John’s Christ-centered experience and thought to the inclusion of practically anything in John’s thought and experience which could be related not only to his Christ-centered motif but also to his paradoxical, unresolved tension, and always conflictive elements in his thought and experience. It was this new awareness for me that John’s thought-experience is never resolved into synthesis but remain always in antithesis
 and tension
 that gave me the clue to explore areas which were not seemingly obvious to others. The paradoxical elements in John’s life and thought were then incorporated into his Christ-centered motif. This is in essence the thrust and, I hope, the contribution of this study.

      

      During the years involved in this writing, I attempted to recreate for myself some aspects of the cultural spiritual atmosphere, ambiente
, in which John lived. Two names came to play an important role in this attempt : one was Tomás Luis de Vitoria (c. 1548-1611) ; the other was El Greco (came to Toledo some time before 1577, died there in 1614). Both of them in their artistic expression, Vitoria as a composer and El Greco as a painter, made me feel something of that quality of the spiritual life which was so close to that of John’s. Vitoria with his religious music, pure, exhalted and freed from sensuousness, he helped me to hear the echo of that world of the spirit which John was striving after, while El Greco with his elongated, ascetic and twisted images made me visualize John’s struggle of the flesh striving towards the spirit. John’s « Drawing of Christ on the Cross », with its twisted members shared in some of the aesthetic ideas which were common to El Greco. Vitoria as the organist of the religious order of the « Descalzas Reales » of Madrid expressed his mystical religious feelings in his masterpiece « Officium Defunctorum » (1606). I listened to this work, together with his « Officium Hebdomadac Sactae » (1583) and the « Missa Alma Redemptoris » many times. They brought me a sense of proximity to the world of John’s thought.

      During my travels to the historical sites related to John, I took some pictures which now form part of this book’s illustrations. Hopefully, they will provide the readers with a visual image of John’s world.

      A useful aid which also provided me with a closer approach to John’s times and places through pictures is found in Yvone Pellé-Douël’s strikingly illustrated book of the series « Maitres Spirituels », St. Jean de la Croix et la Nuit Mystique
 (Paris : Editions du Seuil, 1960).

      José Constantino Nieto

Juniata College 
Huntingdon, Pennsylvania 
September 1978

      

    

  

  


		

    
		

  
    
      WORKS BY JOHN OF THE CROSS : ABBREVIATIONS AND REFERENCES

      

      
        Prose Works :
 Commentaries on his own poems bearing the same title.
                  Referred to as follows :

                  Subida del monte Carmelo
 = S.M.C.
 (English translation : Ascent of Mount Carmel
)

                  Noche oscura
 = N.O.
 (Dark Night
)

                  Cántico espiritual
 = C.E.
 (Spiritual Canticle
)

                  Llama de amor viva = L.A.V. (Living Flame of Love)



        Poetry.
 Referred to by individual titles.

        Other writings
 (Minor Works
). Referred to by the general title of the section and the page.
                  

                  All references to the English translation are found in The Collected Works of St. John of the Cross.
 (Complete in one volume. Translated by Kieran Kavanaugh O.C.D., and Otilio Rodríguez. With introduction by Kavanaugh.) London : Thomas Nelson and Sons Ltd, 1966. Collected Works.
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 Madrid : Editorial Católica, 1960. (Vida y obras.
)

                  Each reference indicates the book of the work, its chapter and paragraph. Thus S.M.C.
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, book V, Chapter 2, paragraph 1. The page number follows to indicate the location in the Spanish ed. by Crisógono.
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      EPIGRAPH

      

      
        In our mysticism the point that separates orthodoxy from heterodoxy is not very firmly fixed, but is above all the protest of submissive obedience to the Church…

        The culminating point of Castilian mysticism is in St. John of the Cross, whose cautious daring seems to fuse both the spirits of D. Quixote and Sancho Panza…

        Miguel de Unamuno, En torno al casticismo.


      

      

    

  

  


		

    
		

  
    
      POEME

      

      
        
          This Quixotic

          St. John of the Cross

          Is from beginning to end

          A paradox.

        

        
          To unravel his life and thought,

          To see his experience

          And see through it,

          Is the beginning

          Of the right interpretation

          Of St. John of the Cross.

        

        
          I might be right,

          I may be wrong.

          Let the reader decide.

        

        
          Like St. John of the Cross

          This interpretation is

          From beginning to end

          A paradox.

        

      

      J. C. N.

      

    

  

  


		

    
		

  
    
      INTRODUCTION

      In the history of the Spanish religious heritage and, indeed, in world religious history, John of the Cross (the name which he adopted when he became a Carmelite friar, his real name being Juan de Yepes) occupies a very prominent place. The importance of John as a mystic and as a poet is intimately related to the history of the second half of sixteenth-century Spain and, consequently, would merit study for that if for no other reason. The fact that sixteenth-century Spain produced mystics of great stature and in good number should not obscure the fact that mysticism was not common in Spain before then and that it languished rapidly after the end of the century. The origins of Spanish mysticism are not yet clear.1
 To explain it as the general result of Christian, Islamic, or Judaic medieval influence in the peninsula is to ignore that, if such were the case, it could have developed much earlier. The lonely figure of Raymond Lull (c. 1235-1315), the Spanish mystic of the Middle Ages, confirms rather than denies this fact, for he had no followers.

      There were ascetics and ascetic writers in Spain prior to 1527, when Francisco de Osuna (c. 1492-c. 1540), the Franciscan friar and first Spanish mystic of the sixteenth century, published his first mystical work, the Third-Spiritual Alphabet
, in Toledo,2
 but their asceticism was more concerned with morality, rigorous practices, and maceration of the flesh than it was with speculative mystical thought aided by psychological observation and theological reflection. It is not clear why Osuna suddenly produced a mature work at the psychological and theological level which merits its being counted as the first of sixteenth-century Spanish mysticism. However, Osuna’s mysticism was still not on the level of John’s or of Teresa de Ávila’s, even though Osuna influenced both. This difference is of great importance for the study of Spanish mysticism.

      Osuna was not under the direct influence of so-called German mysticism represented by Eckhart, Tauler, Suso, and Ruysbroeck. Their works were only later translated into Latin, in the second half of the sixteenth century by the school of translators headed by Lorenzo Surius in Cologne ; hence, Osuna had very limited access to them. Besides, they are not deemed to have been influential until later on when their Spanish translations appeared. So Osuna’s intellectual milieu was quite different from that of John, who did have access to the thought of the German mystics.

      We are not interested in either pinpointing or tracing German mystical sources in John’s thought.3
 We rather accept this as an established fact and move on to the structure and content of his mysticism. To us it does not matter so much what was borrowed but how it was assimilated to form a vital, organic and aesthetic unity within the written expression of John. Were we to maintain certain independence and originality in John’s thought, then it would be most important to establish that independence. But the value of John’s mysticism is not so important for its originality but for the way he experienced and expressed that mystical tradition for which he was undoubtedly indebted to others. The Neoplatonic-Christian mystical tradition is so pervasive in John’s thought that it would be of little signifiance to point to its various sources in order to establish their order of priority or to weigh and sift their influence. What is important to us is to find out how and why he was a mystic, what type of mystic he was, and how the ideas and motifs of his mystical system are to be kept together in spite of the inconsistencies or paradoxes to be found in his thought.

      John’s mystical writings offer a peculiarity which is rather unusual in the history of mysticism. He did not simply write mystical treatises but rather first wrote poetical works of high quality which were then followed by treatises.4
 This temporal order of poetry over prose is why he is known as the poet of mysticism par excellence. It was only later that he interpreted his poems in a systematically mystical way.5
 Thus, John’s commentaries on his poetic writings, in which he interpreted the poetic expression of his mystical experience, are what give his poems a mystical value which would have otherwise probably been missed by their readers. In fact, it was to make sure that his readers interpreted his poems in a mystical rather than in a profane sense that he entered into exegetical analysis of them. The relationship between the poetic expression and the mystical interpretation of his poetry is a complex one beset with all the difficulties raised by the problem of original experience versus interpretation. If we take his poems as the original interpretation of his mystical experiences, then the commentaries on those poems are obviously the secondary interpretation of the mystical experience already expressed in poetic form but not obviously mystical to the reader.

      Whether John’s exegesis of his poems is a genuine rendering of the original mystical experience is difficult to prove and even more to believe. Yet there is no question that the poems did serve him as the textual substance for his mystical writings, which in turn are the only textual evidence we have for analyzing his thought. Consequently, John’s mystical writing, i.e., his prose works, are to be taken as a systematic exploration of his mystical experiences regardless of their degree of correspondence to the original mystical experiences which he supposedly expressed in his poems.

      At this juncture an observation is necessary in order to clarify what is meant by calling John a mystic. For us there is only one criterion for being a mystic. A mystic is one who has had one or more mystical experiences. This definition, however tautalogical it may be, is, nevertheless, useful in clearing up confusion and misunderstanding about mysticism in general and mystics in particular. If the qualification to be a mystic is to have had at least one mystical experience, then a distinction has to be made between mystical experience and mystical thought. A writer may incorporate mystical thought and motifs into his literary, philosophical, theological or poetical work, but if he has not had a mystical experience himself, his work should not be considered « mystical » but rather mystical thought only. The mystic, on the other hand, in expressing himself in writing is making an effort to convey his original mystical experience and not someone else’s. Therefore, even if he accepts a certain body of tradition or borrows ideas from someone else, he does it because he sees them as a genuine formulation of his own mystical experience. He accepts them not on the basis of another’s authority but rather on the personal conviction that the other from whom he borrows articulated the interpretation of his own personal mystical experience in a valid form. The mystic has, therefore, a criterion for borrowing and selecting, i.e., his own experience, and in the measure that others agree with this experience he feels free to borrow from them or to reject them if the formulation of their experience contradicts his own. Mystical thought also borrows on the basis of agreement, but at this level agreement is related to rational, logical, or aesthetic appeal rather than to a congruence of mystical experiences. The borrowing criterion for mystical thought is the overall fabric of thought and its intention rather than experience itself.

      John’s mysticism is an achievement of highly personal worth and synthesis. Whatever he borrowed from others has been wrought through the fire of his own personal experience into his own experience and thought. One of the characteristic contributions of John’s mysticism is to be found in the realm of the personal and in his understanding of the mystic’s personality as remaining a personality, i.e., a distinctively human « I » even when the absolute mystical union takes place both substantially and metaphysically in the human soul and her faculties. The reality of the human self is something which John never gives up even when the divine reality is experienced in an overwhelming manner and at the point of annihilating the human self.

      John’s mystical experience and thought are best understood when we focus our attention on his Christ-motif. This fact might seem obvious, yet it is not so. There are very few studies of John’s mysticism which center their approach on his experience and concept of Christ. Most of the studies of his mysticism are of a general nature. Of these, the most outstanding are Jean Baruzi’s Jean de la Croix et le problème de l’expérience mystique

6
 and Crisógno de Jesús’ Juan de la Cruz. Su obra científica y su obra literaria.

7
 The immense bibliography on John continues to grow. Many of the new studies are highly specialized, dealing with subjects from psychology, poetry, and literature to theology, philosophy, and biography.8
 European scholarship, particularly French, Italian, Spanish, German, and Netherlandic has done its share. Among the Britsh, Allison Peers has done remarkable work in editing, translating, and popularizing the Spanish mystics, particularly John.9
 But in-depth studies written originally in English are few. Some of them are general studies or surveys of John’s and Teresa of Ávila’s life and thought.10
...
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