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I have chosen to use the word "theosis" in the title of this essav, in 
blithe indifference to its linguistic inappropriateness, for a somewhat 
tendentious purpose. For an Eastern Orthodox theologian, such as 
myself, it would obviously be something worse than churlish to refuse 
to acknowledge the great debt that modern Orthodox theology owTes 
those scholars — principally Russian — who brought about the neo-
patristic and neo-Palamite revolution in the church's theology during 
the last century, and it would be a special mark of ingratitude not to 
pay particular homage to Vladimir Lossky But the neo-patristic re-
vival in general, and the contributions of Lossky in particular, came at 
something of a price — one, perhaps, whose rather exorbitant terms 
are overdue for reassessment. The problems bequeathed to Orthodox 
scholarship by the "Russian revolution" in theology are many Not 
least among them has been a certain narrowing of the spectrum of what 
most Eastern theologians are prepared to treat as either centrally or 
legitimately Orthodox, with the consequence that those aspects of the 
tradition that cannot be easily situated upon the canonical Losskian 
path from the patristic age to the Hesychastic synthesis of the four-
teenth and subsequent centuries — say, the great bulk of Byzantine 
scholasticism or the most fruitful insights of the Russian Sophiologists— 
have suffered either culpable neglect or even more culpable denigration. 
Often modern Orthodox theology comes dangerously close to the very 
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Stagnation and rigidity that neo-patristic theology was meant to com-
bat. This, though, is something the Orthodox must deal with, and rem-
edy en famille. 
The most damaging consequence, however, of Orthodoxy's twentieth-
century pilgrimage ad fontes—and this is no small irony, given the ecu-
menical possibilities that opened up all along the way—has been an 
increase in the intensity of Eastern theology's anti-Western polemic. 
Or, rather, an increase in the confidence with which such polemic is 
uttered. Nor is this only a problem for ecumenism: the anti-Western 
passion (or, frankly, paranoia) of Lossky and his followers has on occa-
sion led to rather severe distortions of Eastern theology1 More to the 
point here, though, it has made intelligent interpretations of Western 
Christian theology (which are so very necessary) apparently almost 
impossible for Orthodox thinkers. Neo-patristic Orthodox scholarship 
has usually gone hand in hand with some of the most excruciatingly 
inaccurate treatments of Western theologians that one could imagine— 
which, quite apart from the harm they do to the collective acuity of 
Orthodox Christians, can become a source of considerable embarrass-
ment when they fall into the hands of Western scholars who actually 

1. For instance, Lossky adopted an extreme "Photianism" in his understanding of the 
procession of the Holy Spirit that was indeed un-Western, but which was also, unfortu-
nately, heterodox, incoherent, and profoundly damaging to Orthodox theological intel-
ligence. See, especially, Lossky, 'The Procession of the Holy Spirit in Orthodox Trinitarian 
Tradition, " in idem., In the Image and Likeness of God (Crestwood, NY: Samt Vladimir's 
Seminary Press), pp. 71-96. This is not the occasion to argue this point in any detail, but 
for clarity's sake I should expand slightly on this remark. Since the time of Vladimir 
Lossky, various modern Orthodox theologians have, in their assault on 'filioquism/ 
argued that between God's acts in the economy of salvation and God's eternal life of 
generation and procession the correspondence of order is not exact. This is theologi-
cally disastrous, and at odds with genuine Orthodox tradition. For one thing, were this 
claim sound the arguments by which the Cappadocians defended full trinitarian theol-
ogy against Arian and Eunomian thought—in works like Basil's De Spiritu Sancto and 
Gregory's Adversus Macedomanos—would entirely fail; moreover, such a division of the 
ordines of the economic and immanent Trinities from one another necessarily implies 
some species of theological voluntarism, the reduction of God to a fimte being among 
beings, whose acts could be distinguishable from his nature, whose freedom would be 
mere arbitrary choice, who would preserve in his being some quantity of unrealized 
voluntative potential, and whose relation to the being of creation would be one not of 
self-disclosing revelation, but of mere power—all of which is quite repugnant to patristic 
tradition. All truth and goodness in creation is a participation in the eternal truth and 
goodness of God's trinitarian act of knowledge and love of his own essence, and were 
any aspect of created reality—especially the economy of salvation—anything but a dis-
closure of this order of divine reality, it would be neither true nor good (nor, for that 
matter, real). If one is seeking a theological argument against the fihoque clause (as 
opposed to the perfectly sufficient doctrinal argument that the Creed should not have 
been altered without conciliar warrant), it is better to point out that the fihoque fails 
adequately to account for other aspects of what is revealed in the economy of salvation: 
that the Son is begotten in and by the agency7 of the Spirit as much as the Spirit proceeds 
through the Son, inasmuch as the incarnation, unction, and even mission (Mark 1:12) of 
the Son are works of the Spirit—all of which must enter into our understanding of the 
trinitarian taxis. 
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know something of the figures that Orthodox scholars choose to ca-
lumniate. When one repairs to modern Orthodox texts,2 one is almost 
certain to encounter some wild mischaracterization of one or another 
Western author; and four figures enjoy a special eminence in Orthodox 
polemics: Augustine, Anselm, Thomas Aquinas, and John of the Cross. 
Which brings me, belatedly, to the topic of this essay. Surely no area of 
Christian existence should be preserved more tirelessly against the in-
trusions of ideological and cultural conflict than that of contemplative 
prayer; at least, one would like to think that here, if nowhere else, theo-
logians wOuld tread with extreme care, and hesitate before making the 
experience of the presence of the Holy Spirit, which the contemplative 
knows in an extraordinary way, an occasion for exaggerating differ-
ences, exacerbating divisions, or encouraging contempt. This is why it 
seems to me especially pernicious when Lossky remarks that 

States of dryness, of the dark night of the soul, do not have the same 
meaning in the spirituality of the Eastern Church as they have in the 
West. A person who enters into a closer and closer union with God 
cannot remain outside the light. If he finds himself plunged in dark-
ness, it is either because his nature is darkened by sin, or because God 
is testing him to increase his ardour. We must rise above these 
states...God will respond, showing himself anew to the soul.... Dry-
ness is a state of illness.. .never.. .a necessary and a normal stage in the 
way of union. It is but an accident on the way, frequent indeed, but 
always a peril.... It is a trial which drives the human being to the verge 
of spiritual death.... Those who seek the light...run a great spiritual 
risk, but God will not let them wander in darkness...aridity is a transi-
tory condition, which cannot become a constant attitude.3 

Needless to say, this distinction is not casually drawn: it is prefatory to 
a fairly uncompromising opposition of Eastern to Western understand-
ings of sanctification. The misunderstandings that this passage betrays, 
however, are legion. To begin with, it is difficult to imagine where Lossky 
acquired the curious notion that for John—or any other Western con-
templative—states of dryness are regarded as ideal, habitual, or con-
stant conditions of the spiritual life. It is even more difficult to imagine 
how Lossky could possibly hope to demonstrate from Eastern sources 
that such states are neither necessary nor normal stages on the path to 
union with God; certainly the distinct moments of purgation, illumina-
tion, and union are typically understood by Eastern authors to be inte-
gral and indeed indispensable to the life of holiness. Symeon the New 
Theologian may have given voice principally, in his poetry, to his ecsta-
sies, but his treatises leave no doubt that between his episodes of spiri-
tual exaltation lay prolonged intervals of despondency and misery 

2.1 do not mean here only texts written by the likes of that asinus rudens indefessusJohn 
Romanides, but—sad to say—the works of genuine theologians, like Dumitru Staniloae. 
3. Vladimir Lossky The Mystical Theologi/ of the Eastern Church (London: James Clarke 
and Co., 1973), pp.225-26." 
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Abba Silouan began his contemplative life as a monk by finding him-
self surrounded — on every side and at every hour — by the flames of 
hell. Even Gregory Palamas speaks of the necessity of mortification 
and suffering in the life of prayer, and of the cultivation thereby of 
"holy sorrow/'4 This is not to deny that there is some broad sense in 
which Lossky's distinction reflects a certain reality — between East 
and West, there has often been noted a difference of sensibility, a ten-
dency of the one to speak more frequently of Tabor and the empty7 tomb, 
of the other to speak more frequently of Gethsemane and the cross — 
but it is only in a broad sense. And in the case particularly of John, I 
admit, it would be foolish to deny that his work explores the mystic's 
various states of spiritual torment, privation, terror, and longing with a 
vividness and almost clinical attention to detail that has no parallels in 
the East (nor very many in the West, for that matter); and it would 
probably also be foolish to doubt that the extremities of purgation he 
describes may reflect certain particular pathologies of his temperament 
as much as the ardor of his love for God. But, then again, it is wise to 
put his work in the context of its time: as a theologian of Catholic 
Reformation sympathies, writing in some indirect sense against the 
"heretics" — with their "easy grace" and "forensic atonement" and 
other perfidious tendencies — John could scarcely do other than make 
explicit the costs of sanctity and, to phrase it awkwardly, the tearful-
ness of grace. For John, certainly, the via crucis was to be followed with 
unflagging devotion precisely because, in Christ, we have been shown 
what death human nature must die to if it is to be raised up by the 
same Spirit that raised up Jesus from the dead. And one would do well 
to put John's works in the context of their culture as well (after all, to 
risk the indelicacy of a cultural "typology," it would take more than the 
somewhat Grand Guignol effects of John's descriptions of mystic mortifi-
cation to defeat the legendary imperturbability of Iberian phlegm). Most 
importantly, though — and this is a fact perhaps too easily forgotten — 
John died before he was able to complete his account of the spiritual jour-
ney, with the result that his portrait of the life of holiness has come down 
to us in something like the stark chiaroscuro of a rough charcoal draft. 
My design in what follows, therefore, is singularly unambitious. It has 
been my experience that Orthodox misconceptions of the teachings of 
John of the Cross (and, with him taken as an emblematic figure, of the 
whole Western spiritual tradition) are often abetted by the rather in-
complete expositions those teachings have received even in standard 
Western texts. It is difficult to find many very concise and lucid de-
scriptions of the path of spiritual growth as John describes it: often 
little attention is even paid to the difference between the two distinct 
"dark nights" (that of the senses and that of the spirit) of which John 
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4 See especially the Tuads in Defense of the Holy Hesychasts, II 11.6. 
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writes; and, without question, a certain "romance of the darkness" — 
which draws some readers of a particularly grave and "serious" dis-
position to John's treatises in the expectation that they will find there 
something tragic and tempestuous to nourish their melancholy—is fre-
quently allowed to obscure the governing theme of all of his writings: 
the progress of the soul towards divinization in Christ. So I want to 
offer a more general treatment of John's theology, in order perhaps to 
help remedy a certain lack in the available literature. I wish, that is, 
merely to elucidate the course of the contemplative life that John de-
scribes, to lay out its logic, and — above all else — to call attention to 
the horizon of hope towards which it is oriented: that is, to make clear 
the essential spiritual joy and Paschal confidence that animate his 
thought. My broader aim is to show that he was a thoroughly classical 
contemplative, of the most "Eastern" variety, whose works can be un-
derstood only properly as accounts of the soul's experience — in the 
Holy Spirit — of resurrection. After all, John's desire to simplify and 
systematize the life of contemplative prayer was prompted by a deeper 
desire to make the monastic life an exemplary reflection of the path 
every soul must take for its salvation: denuded of unnecessary and 
external aids, made responsible and responsive before God, tasting the 
suffering of Christ so as to share in his glory. 

II 

To determine what John understood the life of prayer to be, one should 
first ask what he thought human nature to be: one must — as he does 
— ask first for what human beings are intended, and only then how 
they should pray. For John, human nature has its only proper end in 
God, and the restless heart has its only repose in union with the divine 
life of the Trinity. "The full perfection attainable in this life," writes 
Garrigou-Lagrange, "is found only in the transforming union, or the 
spiritual marriage."5 The most obvious definition of the human deriv-
able from John's writings would then be: that which is in its barest 
essence God-tending, God-seeking. However, human nature, now that 
it languishes in the bondage of sin, divided against itself, exists in a 
state of sustained apostasy from its original calling, and each soul knows 
the contradictions of this alienation from its own created nature by di-
visions experienced within its spiritual life. 

The spirit, the superior part of the soul, experiences renewal and satis-
faction in God; and the sense, the lower part, feels sensory gratification 
and delight because it is ignorant of how to get anything else and hence 

5. R. Garrigou-Lagrange, OP, Christian Perception and Contemplation—According to St 
Thomas Aquinas and St John of the Cross trans. Sr. Dorothea Doyle, OP (St. Louis: B. Harder 
Books, 1939), p. 153. 
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takes whatever is nearest, which is the impure sensory satisfaction. It 
will happen that while a soul is with God in deep spiritual prayer, it 
will on the other hand passively experience sensual rebellions, move-
ments and acts in the senses, not without its own great displeasure.0 

A certain wary distaste for the soul's baser affections is a persistent 
theme in John's instructions regarding the early stages of contempla-
tive prayer; he devotes considerable space in his treatises to the harms 
done by the soul's appetites7 when they are allowed to interpose them-
selves between the heart and God (for whom it mostly deeply yearns) 
and distract the mind from prayer. The aim of the contemplative, 
teaches John, is unattainable so long as the animal desires and passions 
go unrestrained; and yet he never suggests that these desires and pas-
sions should be extirpated from the soul. However depraved by sin, 
the soul's passionate aspect is not intrinsically wicked, but is only a 
source of evil when swayed by corrupt longings and urgings; rather 
than of its destruction, John writes only — however fierce his language 
occasionally becomes — of its purification, its subjection to the soul's 
higher faculties so that it might be detached from mere sensuality and 
turned to God. Then the soul's ardor, free from the clamor of the pas-
sions, free from the joy taken in sensory, moral, or even spiritual good,8 

can be turned wholly to the love of God. So cautious is John of the peril 
that some faint trace of eudaemonism will contaminate the life of con-
templative prayer that he claims that love for God must surpass the 
soul's joy in being united to him: that is, one must so purge the pas-
sions and turn the will toward Christ that not even the anticipation of 
the infinite splendor of being joined to the Trinity can distract the soul 
from its single, chaste, fervent devotion to its Creator. The ascetic piety 
of "the dark night" is no less than a methodical drying-up of all of the 
wellsprings of sin, and this includes even certain impulses towards 
"religious" or "spiritual" satisfaction. 
The first and most intractable obstacle to such purifications is the 
contemplative's own body; abnegation of perverse appetites will re-
main a problem so long as one is in the flesh. And here one must walk 
a difficult and delicate path: while contemplative prayer always, it 
seems, involves immense physical discipline, Christian theology en-
joins a simultaneous reverence for the body, as part of God's good cre-
ation, the temple of the Holy Spirit, and a vehicle of grace sanctified by 
Christ's incarnation and the sacramental life. In his writings, John never 
6. See especially The Ascent of Mt. Carmel I, 6-11, pp. 86-99, for John's account of the 
cupidities that lead the soul astray. 
7. That spiritual satisfaction can become a kind of animal sensuality is among John's 
more extraordmary assertions, but it is vital to his understanding of the absolute priority 
(and hence absolute finality) of love in the spiritual life. See Dark Night I, 6, pp. 307-9 
and Ascent II, 24-30, pp. 254-67. 
8. E. Allison Peers, Spirit of Flame: A Study of St John of the Cross (London: SCM Press, 
1943), pp.122-23. 
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describes the mystic 's physical austerities in detail, but if his 
hagiographers are to be believed, he practiced upon himself mortifica-
tions that were, by the standards of any age, quite severe:9 he denied 
himself warmth, comfort, sufficient sleep, or adequate nutrition; he flag-
ellated himself, wore hair shirts that so abraded the skin as to draw 
blood, endured prolonged fasts, and is said to have taken unsavory 
foods from a human skull.10 Yet, while he is quite emphatically clear 
that fleshly impediments to prayer must be broken down through ab-
negations, he is equally clear that the body is not inherently sinful; only 
the passions that delude and bind it must be (however harshly) stripped 
away11 John's is no spirituality of disincarnation; indeed, for hirn, a 
purely noetic mysticism could not be a truly Christian form of contem-
plation. The human body merits one's regard because, quite simply 
the flesh was assumed by Christ and raised with him to share in the life 
of the Godhead; and the body cannot be fled, because it is in fact the 
proper place for the practice of love. For John, the contemplative ¿ h i s 
or her body; the flesh is the theater of charity and worship, and in no 
other state than the corporeal may the Christian hope, in this life, to 
seek God;12 indeed, he asserts, when the ecstasy of divine encounter 
seems to draw the soul from the body, it is God who draws it back, for 
the flesh is this life's only human dwelling place.13 Moreover, when the 
soul is joined to God, the body and the senses share in the effects of that 
union.14 The human is, for John, one thing, body and soul, and for all the 
severity of his vilifications of carnal appetites, he never expresses any-
thing comparable to, say, Zwingli's elevated disdain for corporeality 
Still, when all is said and done, salvation and damnation are things 
that occur in the soul; the body may participate in the soul's attain-
ments or may impede its growth in love, but purgation is primarily an 
experience of the rational will. The dark night of the senses, the first of 
the two distinct dark nights of which John writes, is chiefly a period of 
spiritual travail in which one's passions and velleities are disengaged 
from all created things, so that the higher faculties of the soul might 
assume rule over the whole of one's life and energies. John apparently 
subscribed to a fairly traditional understanding of human personality 
as a tripartite unity; one is both body and soul, and the soul possesses 
both an inferior and a superior nature: the former—the animal soul— 
inhering in the senses and giving rise to fantasies and imaginings, the 

9. Fr. Bruno, St John of the Cross (London: Sheed and Ward, 1936), p. 87. 
10. Alain Cugno, St John of the Cross: The life and Thought of a Christian Mystic, trans. 
Barbara Wall (London and Tunbridge Wells: Burns and Oates, 1982), pp. 122-25. 
11. An extensive and very accessible account of John's attitude to the body can be found 
in Cugno, pp. 63-64, 109-17. 
12. The Spiritual Canticle 13, 8, p. 460. 
13. The livingTlame of Iove\, 36, p. 595. 
14. Bede Frost, St. John of the Cross (Xew York: Harper and Brothers, 1937), p. 137. 
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latter comprising the three rational actions of will, understanding, and 
memory15 and being known also as "spirit."16 The purifications of the 
first dark night concern therefore the entirety of human identity; pur-
gation of the senses does not merely free one from the distractions of 
unworthy things, but reorients one's entire being toward the divine. 

This night frees the soul from all these vices by quenching all its earthly 
and heavenly satisfactions, darkening its discursive meditations, and 
producing in it other innumerable goods through the acquisition of 
the virtues... 
These blessings are attained when the soul departs from all created 
things, in its affection and operation, by means of this night and marches 
on toward eternal things. This is a great happiness and grace: first, 
because of the signal benefit of quenching one's appetite and affection 
for all things; second, because there are very few who will endure the 
night and persevere in entering through this small gate and in tread-
ing this narrow road that leads to life, as our Savior says. 
This small gate is the dark night of sense, in which the soul is despoiled 
and denuded—in order to pass through it—and grounded in faith, 
which is foreign to all sense, that it may be capable of walking along 
the narrow road which is the night of the spirit.17 

According to John, only when one has passed through the darkness of 
renunciation, of choosing always that which is hardest and least ap-
pealing, that which is meager and of little comfort,18 will one enter—after 
a certain interval of spiritual proficiency19 —into the second of the nights, 
the dark night of the spirit; one moves, that is, from the purgative to the 
illuminative way, and discovers that the soul's higher aspect must also 
endure privation and even terror before it can find its rest in God. 

Ill 

Souls enter into the second night only when God has raised them from 
the state of beginners—from, that is, medi ta t ion—to that of 
contemplatives; to reach perfection, one must allow God to wean one 
even from the sweetness of spiritual things.20 The dark night of the 
spirit is, above all else, a condition of utter passivity; in its abyssal dark-

15. E. W. Trueman Dicken—in The Crucible of love: A Study of the Mysticism of St Teresa of 
Jesus and St John of the Cross (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1963), pp. 328-31—is 
quick to distinguish between the Pauline trisynthesis of soma, psychç, and pneuma (upon 
which John draws) and the Stoic scheme of sôma-psychç-nous. 
16. Dark Night I, 11, 4: p. 320. 
17. Ascent 1, 13, 6: pp. 102-3. 
18. Dark Night 11, 1, 1: p. 329. 
19. Dicken, p. 123. 
20. Walter Holden Capps and Wendy M. Wright, Silent Fire An Invitation to Western 
Mysticism (New York: Harper and Row, 1978), p. 188. 
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ness the soul comes to discern and appreciate both its own impotence 
and God's sole sovereign power to effect union between the divine and 
human natures.21 The mystical quest after God must begin with the 
active and arduous labors of ascetic meditation, but must culminate in 
the passive purification of the soul by grace.22 According to John, the 
soul goes on its way to God in darkness for three reasons: firstly, pur-
gation is darkness because it denudes the soul of all its appetites for 
worldly things; secondly—and most importantly at this point—the way 
of illumination is a road of faith, not of the intellect, and the frail light 
of one's wits cannot guide one through it; and, lastly, God is night to 
humankind in this world: even in union with the soul, his presence is 
inscrutable and his being incomprehensible23 (a sentiment expressed, 
if anything, even more strongly by Palamas, and by the entire Eastern 
tradition before him). To become passive before and in attendance upon 
the power of God is to experience how far the light of God's wisdom 
exceeds human knowing; one cannot but be blinded by it; one's first 
exposure to it is of necessity an affliction to all the soul's faculties.24 

And it is a night dark with pain, at times with torment, because in the 
first encounter with divine grace, with the fire of God's love, the soul's 
last impurities — the last residue of self-absorption — are burned 
away25 The initial experience of God's presence is shattering, seeming 
to destroy rather than heal the soul, to portend ultimate annihilation 
rather than salvation, because it obliterates the last vestiges of one's 
dearly7 cherished illusion that one gives oneself unity7, that one is suffi-
cient for oneself, that one has any wholeness, freedom, or reality apart 
from God. But for grace, John claims, no soul could long endure to be 
so assailed; but he also insists that the way of sanctification can be fol-
lowed to its end only through this final annihilation of the self, the ego, 
that lures one away from the absolute love of God with baser passions: 
"God values in you an inclination to aridity and suffering for love of him 
more than all possible consolations, spiritual visions, and meditations."26 

John's descriptions of the spirit's dark night are, in truth, terrifying: 

Since the divine extreme [purgative contemplation] strikes in order to 
renew the soul and divinize it...it so entangles and dissolves the spiri-
tual essence—absorbing it in profound darkness—that the soul at the 
sight of its miseries feels that it is melting away and being undone by a 
cruel spiritual death; it feels as if it were swallowed by a beast and 
being digested in the dark belly, and it suffers an anguish comparable 
to Jonas7s when in the belly of the whale. It is fitting that the soul be in 

21. Garrigou-Lagrange, p. 356 
22. Ascent I, I, pp. 74-78. 
23. Dark Night II, 5, 2, p. 335. 
24. See Capps and Wright, p. 188 and Garrigou-Lagrange, p. 360. 
25. Sayings of Light and Love 14, p. 667. 
26. Dark Night l\, 6, 1-2, pp. 337-38. 
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this sepulcher of dark death in order that it attain the spiritual resur- This is the awful 
rection for which it hopes.... extreme ofself-
But what the sorrowing soul feels most in the conviction that God has knoivledge, given 
rejected it, and with an abhorrence of it cast it into darkness. The thought to one onh/ in a 
that God has abandoned it is a piteous and heavy affliction for the soul.... consuming 
When this purgative contemplation oppresses a man, he feels very viv- intimacy with the 
idly indeed the shadow of death, the sighs of death, and the sorrows of divine: so frail, 
hell, all of which reflect the feeling of God's absence, of being chastised finite and sinful is 
and rejected by him, and of being unworthy of him, as well as the ob- .1 j ,1 . unjon 
ject of his anger. The soul experiences all this and even more, for now . , , ,. . 
it seems that this affliction will last forever.27 Wltn the awme 

must at first seem 
This is the awful extreme of self-knowledge, given to one only in a a con¿¡t¡on 0f utter 
consuming intimacy with the divine: so frail, finite, and sinful is the dereliction of 
soul that union with the divine must at first seem a condition of utter God forsakenness-
dereliction, of Godforsakenness; God's love cannot be distinguished God's love cannot 
from his wrath. But the bitterness of this night is necessary if illusion be distinguished 
and false comfort — even religious comfort — are to be put away, so ^ ^s wmflt 
that the life of the spirit may be reduced to one act of faith and long-
ing.28 It is the night of surrender, wherein one must allow everything 
to be accomplished by God. 

. Here, however, one should be attentive to the full range of the experi-
ence that John depicts, lest one mistake this surrender for some strange 
variety of spiritual masochism; the soul's dark night is not only, he says, 
an interval of spiritual emaciation, of abandonment, or of a tormenting 
thirst for an inaccessible God; he speaks also of the soul's ability to feel 
"secure in darkness" and suggests that in the very passivity of the soul's 
night there can be a kind of freedom from care: 

Oh, then, spiritual soul, when you see your appetites darkened, your 
inclinations dry and constrained, your faculties incapacitated for any 
interior exercise, do not be afflicted; think of this as grace, since God is 
freeing you from yourself and taking you from your own activity. 
However well your actions may have succeeded, you did not work so 
completely, perfectly, and securely — owing to their impurity and awk-
wardness — as you do now that God takes you by the hand and guides 
you in darkness, as though you were blind, along a way and to a place 
you do not know. You should never have succeeded in reaching this 
place no matter how good your eyes and your feet.29 

One who knows that God's action in refining the soul is not a means by 
which he obtains satisfaction for sins, but is rather the necessary means 
by which the lover of God is made equal to the object of his love, is able 
to find solace in darkness.30 Nor, indeed, is the night always simply 
27. Rowan Williams, The Wound of Knowledge: Christian Spirituality from the New Testa-
ment to St. John of the Cross (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1979), p. 166. 
28. Dark Night II, 16, 7, p. 365. 
29. Canticle 2%, 1, p. 520. 
30. Dark Night \\, 5, 1, p. 335. 
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dark. Despite its first devastating impression, "the dark night is the 
inflow of God into the soul;"31 it is divine grace permeating even fallen 
human nature; and so "there are intervals in which this dark contem-
plation ceases to assail the soul in a purgative mode and shines upon it 
illuminatively and lovingly... This illumination is for the soul a sign of 
the health the purgation is producing within it and a foretaste of the 
abundance for which it hopes."32 And, of course, no matter how pro-
longed the soul's darkness, there is a certain term past which it cannot 
continue; there awaits a state beyond purgat ion, the fruit of 
contemplation's trials.33 The terrifying flames of grace must cease to 
afflict the soul, and instead enter into it with still profounder imme-
diacy, transforming it into a divine light, burning with that same en-
ergy and heat. "Hence the very flame that is now gentle, since it has 
entered within the soul, is that which was formerly oppressive, assail-
ing it from without."34 Employing imagery of the most pristine classi-
cal Christian pedigree, John likens the soul's purification and transfor-
mation by grace to the operation of fire burning out the impurities of a 
log in order to change the log into fire itself. The flames of purgation — 
the flames of hell, so to speak — turn out to be the flames of God's 
transfiguring love — the very presence of his Spirit. 
In many ways, the most frightening aspect of the night of the spirit is 
its total epistemic darkness. The object of contemplative prayer for John 
is the cultivation of perfect love for God, not the attainment of some 
higher noetic grasp of the divine; God can never be comprised by 
thought, but through love one can know his action and presence. It is 
the heart, ultimately, not simply the mind, that is truly capable of being 
laid open before the invasion of the divine, and so one must pass from 
the more cerebral stage of meditation to that of infused contemplation, 
which subsists in faith; genuine intimations of divine presence are elu-
sive, coming as (in the words of the Pseudo-Dionysius) "rays of dark-
ness," unmediated by "things," and hence understanding must abdi-
cate all its privileges of rule.35 Not even revelation is the proper end of 
the mystic path, as God's most perfect manifestation to the human in-
tellect occurred in Christ, beyond whom it would be vain to attempt to 
rise; rather, the end of contemplation is union with the divine in the 
pure passion of the soul — the passionless passion of charity. It is, 
supremely, an apophatic way. "Nothing created or imagined," writes 
John, "can serve the intellect as a proper means for union with God, 
and ... all that can be grasped by the intellect would serve as an ob-

31. Dark.Nightll, 7, 4, p. 372. 
32. Living Flame I, 18, p. 586. 
33. Living Flame I, 25, p. 589. 
34. Williams, p. 169-70. 
35. Ascent II, 8,1, pp. 125-6. 
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stacle rather than a means, if a person wrere to become attached to it."36 

He goes on to describe the many spiritual perils of forming ideas or 
images during contemplation: by clinging to the artifacts of the imagi-
nation, no less than by clinging to sensory objects, one is too easily 
drawn away from God; the knowledge of God is darkness, which John, 
drawing on venerable tradition, likens to the impenetrable obscurity 
of the cloud on Sinai where Moses approached the place of the al-
mighty.37 So far does the light of God exceed the soul's faculties that it 
is darkness to the soul;18 so entirely must one enter into this darkness, 
according to John, that there is danger in clinging too long even to di-
vine visions and locutions, as they mislead one if taken for the proper 
end of the contemplative quest rather than gratuitous benefits granted 
along the way.39 This is how one must proceed — how one must be led 
— in order from the soul to move from illumination to final union: to, 
that is, a "darkness" different from either the sensual darkness of pur-
gation or the noetic darkness of contemplation; it surpasses both these 
states as an experience of radical transformation, an infinite realization 
of the soul's being in actual, living communion with the Trinity; it is the 
soul's divinization. 
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IV 

All the torment and fear of purgation, says John, all the confusion and 
seeming abandonment of illumination, belong to the process by which 
the soul is laid bare according to the spirit and prepared for union with 
God.40 When the soul is liberated from worldly things and purified of 
its sinfulness, he says, it moves naturally (that is, by inclination of the 
mind and desire of the heart) towards God; and when the soul is joined 
to God, both wills—human and divine—are satisfied in the union.41 

The soul's movement towards divinization is entirely "natural," in a 
sense, in that it begins from the divine image that the soul bears within 
itself; this is the soul's, so to speak, interior disposition towards grace 
that, hidden in the will by impure predilections, still innately yearns 
for that extraordinär}7 union with God that can be worked only by love.42 

When it has passed through purgation to this state of purity, of trans-
parency before the light of God, the soul's "sole occupation ... is to re-

36. Ascent 11, 9-11, pp. 129-36. 
37. Garrigou-Lagrange, p. 264. 
38. Ascent 11, 19, pp. 163-69. 
39. E. Allison Peers, Studies of the Spanish Mystics (London: The Sheldon Press, 1927), 
pp. 256-57. 
40. Canticle 27, 6-7, pp. 514-20. 
41. Ascent 11, 5, pp. 115-18. 
42. Living Flame 1, 9, p. 582. 
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ceive from God, Who alone can move the soul and do His work in its 
depths. Thus all the movements of this soul are divine. Although they 
belong to it, they belong to it because God works them in it and with it, 
for it wills and consents to them."43 Were it not for this essential receptiv-
ity to grace — this innate orientation of the human towards the divine — 
the encounter with the purity of God's love would be simple annihilation 
for the soul; as it is, every aspect of the spirit is pervaded by the transfig-
uring fire of divinity, while remaining thoroughly creaturely: 

My intellect departed from itself, changing from human and natural to 
divine. For, united with God through this purgation, it no longer un-
derstands by means of its natural vigor and light, but by means of the 
divine wisdom to which it was united. 
And my will departed from itself and became divine. United with the 
divine love, it no longer loves in a lowly manner, with its natural 
strength, but with the strength and purity of the Holy Spirit; and thus 
the will does not operate humanly in relation to God. 
And the memory, too, was changed into presentiments of eternal glory. 
And finally, all the strength and affections of the soul, by means of this 
night and purgation of the old man, are renewed with divine qualities 
and delights.44 

When this is accomplished, "this soul will be a soul of heaven, heav-
enly and more divine than human."45 And yet, insists John, the soul is 
never despoiled of its essence or identity — its unique ontic inviolabil-
ity — but remains ever what it was created to be: a created person.46 

In the transforming process of divinization, God and the soul are made 
to share one life, action, and love, but the boundary that separates cre-
ated being from the Being of its Creator is never erased; the love that 
unites requires a distance, a difference, to be love at all:47 it is dynamic, 
ecstatic, proceeding outward to another. This much John never fails to 
recall, even when he affirms that "love never reaches perfection until 
the lovers are so alike that one is transfigured in the other."48 Thus, he 
insists, though it is correct to speak of the soul taking on the form of 
God,49 or even being transformed into God, such language must be 
taken to mean that the soul becomes God — indeed, God of God — not 
in essence, but by participation.^0 And what is participable in God com-
municates itself to the soul in an intensity corresponding to the degree 
of the soul's purity, just as the glass of a window, when perfectly clear, 
43. Dark Night \\, 4, 2, pp. 334-35. 
44. Dark Night 11, 13, 11, p. 361. 
45. Peers, pp. 131-33. 
46. Cugno, pp. 64-65. 
47. Canticle II, 12, p. 452. 
48. Canticle-39, 4, p. 559. 
49. DarkiVightll, 20, 5, p. 377; LivingFlame-3, 8, pp. 613-14; Canticle39, 4-6, pp. 558-59; etc. 
50. Ascent II, 5, 6-8, pp. 117-18. 
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receives the light of the sun in such a manner that "the window will be 
identical with the ray of sunlight.... Although obviously the nature of 
the window is distinct from that of the sun's ray ... we can assert that 
the window is the ray or light of the sun by participation."51 That said, 
it is also a thoroughly active union, a spiritual marriage, a complete 
yielding of the two lovers — Creator and creature — one to the other.52 

As John describes it, this union "is a total transformation of the be-
loved in which each surrenders the entire possession of self to the other 
with a certain consummation of the union of love. The soul thereby 
becomes divine, becomes God through participation, insofar as it is 
possible in this life."53 

One aspect of John's language that perhaps flirts with the boundaries 
of the classical grammar of Christian contemplative prayer is his will-
ingness to speak so freely of the spiritual marriage as an event of recip-
rocal submission. In the interchange of love, he says, God not only 
gives but receives, not only overwhelms the soul but surrenders to it. 
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 pro-
duces such likeness in this transformation of lovers that one can say 
each is the other and both are one. The reason is, that in the union and 
transformation of love each gives possession of self to the other, and 
each leaves and exchanges self for the other. Thus each one lives in the 
other and is the other, and both are one in the transformation of love.54 

God imparts himself to the soul, and so the soul gives God to God;55 

this is obviously correct, as the creature has nothing to give God that is 
not the prior gift of God; but John is not merely saying that God "crowns 
his own merits" in the soul. When God enters into the human realm, 
so perfect is his condescension, and so great his exaltation of human 
nature, that a true cooperation between the human and divine is pos-
sible (or, as Orthodox theology would say, a synergeid). This is the spe-
cial gift of grace, given first in the fashioning of humanity after the 
divine image, and given in an extraordinary fashion in the sanctifica-
tion of the soul. In the mystical marriage, in the absolute intimacy of 
the divinizing union, there is a real meeting of "the pure and naked 
essence of God ... with the pure and naked essence of the soul."56 More 
51. Canticle 27, 1-4, pp. 517-18. 
52. Canticle 22, 3, p. 497. 
53. Canticle 12, 7, p. 455. 
54. Eugene A. Maio, St. John of the Cross: The Imagen/ of Eros (Madrid: Colección Plaza 
Mayor Scholar, 1973), pp. 245-46. 
55. Ascents, 16, 9, p. 152. This language might set off certain alarms in Orthodox read-
ers, accustomed to hearing that Western theologians imagine that creatures can enjoy 
direct access to the divine ousia; but one need only read John carefully to discover that 
nothing of the sort is here implied. 
56. Dicken, pp. 373-74. Again, many Orthodox have become habituated to fearing this 
Augustinian term for the Holy Spirit — the "bond of love" — and, again, without cause. 
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than that, this union is accomplished through the communication to 
the soul of the Holy Spirit, the vinculum caritatis between the Father 
and Son; the love of the mystical marriage is the same love that is the 
life of the Trinity.57 

As divinization leaves the divine and human essences distinct, how-
ever, it must be understood as an event occurring in the human zoili 
and as a gracious impartation of divine glory. Byzantine Christianity of 
the fourteenth century sought to resolve the problem of speaking intel-
ligibly of deification without implying a merging of the divine and 
human ousiai'by adopting the Palamite distinction between God's es-
sence and energies; no such distinction (at least not in these terms) is 
available to John, nor would it necessarily appeal to his theological 
imagination, but his use of terms such as "power," "glory," "fire," 
"light," "will," and "action" describes a general demarcation between 
what can properly be said of active union and what cannot (i.e., 
"coessentiality"). Thus: 

This thread of love joins and binds God and the soul so strongly that it 
unites and transforms them. So great is this union that even though 
they differ in substance, in glory and appearance the soul seems to be 
God and God seems to be the soul.58 

And: 
in the transformation of the soul in God, it is God who communicates 
himself with admirable glory. In this transformation the two become 
one, as we would say of the window united with the ray of sunlight, or 
of the coal with the fire, or of the starlight with the light of the sun.59 

"Participation in the divine nature" comes about as one's will is progres-
sively conformed to the divine will, until one's acts become, in truth, di-
vine acts. The soul assumes the divine likeness because its deepest cona-
tion takes on the shape of the divine will,60 when the "living flame of 
love" fully imparts the quality of the divine life to the soul:61 wThen united 
to God, the soul becomes all love, and its every act the motion of love.62 

It is all too easy, it must be added, to overlook the christological center 
of John's mystical theology: for him, human access to the divine is 
opened up solely through the deified humanity of the incarnate Christ, 
through his hypostatic union of the divine and human natures. To be 
raised up to the life of the Trinity, to share in the motion of love that is 

See D. B. Hart, 'The Mirror of the Infinite: Gregory of Nyssa and the Vestigia Trinitatis, " 
Modern Theology (Fall 2002). 
57. Canticle 31,1, p. 531. 
58. Canticle 26, 4, p. 512. 
59. Ascent 11,5, 4, p. 116. 
60. Living Flame1, pp. 580-83. 
61. Canticle 2S, 8, p. 519. 
62. Canticle 37, 3-4, pp. 550-51. 
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the divine circumincession, is to go the way of Christ, to take up one's 
cross; to be lifted to the height of his humanity one must suffer as he 
suffered.63 And in this oblation to Christ's oblation (to phrase the mat-
ter awkwardly) the Father communicates to the soul the same love that 
he communicates to the Son. "Accordingly, souls possess the same goods 
by participation that the Son possesses by nature. As a result they are 
truly gods by participation, 'peers ' and companions of God."64 

Divinization, union with God, is what redemption in Christ ultimately is. 

V 

The first impression one should receive from John's writings is that of 
the infinite disparity between God and the soul: the torment, fear, and 
confusion of the soul's dark night are results not only of human sinful-
ness, but also of the very creatureliness — the finitude — of the soul. 
As Yvonne Pellé-Douël observes, "La première intuition nocturne de 
saint Jean de la Croix, c'est la grande Ténèbre Divine affrontée à la 
ténèbre de la créature. Cette intuition qui est le fond même de 
l'expérience spirituelle primitive de saint Jean de la Croix, c'est 
l'affrontement de la Transcendence de Dieu au néant de la créature."05 

Like Luther, though perhaps even more shatteringly, John begins his 
spiritual quest with a sense of the infinite mystery of a God whose 
absence is for the fallen soul despair, but whose presence is terror; but 
this is one side only of John's spirituality. As wretched and empty as 
the soul finds itself before God's infinite glory, so much the more mi-
raculous is the destiny God intends for it: "God humbles the soul greatly 
in order to exalt it greatly afterwards."66 John's understanding of hu-
man nature embraces a radical polarity: his consciousness of how7 nearly 
the finitude, fragility, sinfulness and impotence of creaturely being verge 
on nothingness is converted, through prayer, into a vision of the bound-
less openness implicit in the soul's terrifying contingency, a vision of 
its infinite dynamic possibilities. The human soul can be justly called 
"nothing"; it can also come to be called "God." 
The question almost ineluctably raised by John's theology, however, is 
that of the relation between nature and grace—the great question of 
Western theology. Indeed, one might even argue that John declines to 
make an absolute distinction between the two. While the soul's crea-
tureliness and utter dependency on God for all spiritual advancement 
is a persistent theme in all John's treatises, he also argues that human 
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63. Canticle 39, 6, p. 559. 
64. St. Jean de la Croix et la mat mystique (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1967), p. 89. 
65. Dark Night II, 6, 6, p. 339. 
66. Cugno, p. 59. 
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freedom (which is real), like human existence, is a gift really given, and 
when one is free one discovers that all things are grace.67 It is not grace 
that is denied in favor of human "merit," but the category of nature 
that all but vanishes before the totality of God's sovereign gracious-
ness in each moment of created being. It is ultimately unimportant 
whether one regards the soul's deification as the transfiguration, tran-
scendence, or fulfillment of human nature, for the human is properly a 
vessel of divine glory. Prior to the soul's extraordinary union with God 
in love — as the prior condition of this union — God is present in the 
soul, sustaining it, imparting being to it:68 

To understand the nature of this union, 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. By it he conserves their being so that if the union 
would end they would immediately be annihilated and cease to exist. 
Consequently, in discussing union with God, we are not discussing 
the substantial union and transformation of the soul in God. This 
union is not always existing, but we find it only where there is like-
ness of love. We will call it 'The union of likeness," and the former 
"the essential or substantial union/7 The union of likeness is super-
natural, the other natural.69 

It scarcely represents a kind of Pelagian hubris, then, when John, ac-
knowledging that one cannot effect one's own purification, neverthe-
less asserts that "a person should insofar as possible strive to do his 
part in purifying and perfecting himself and thereby merit God's di-
vine cure."70 On the way to union with God, the soul passes through 
stages of both passivity and activity, and while its true spiritual trans-
formation is accomplished only in the degree to which it yields to the 
divine initiative, it arrives at the moment of surrender always through 
the motion of its own will and desire (but, then again, will and desire 
are sustained in every instant by the creative grace of God). "WThoever 
refuses to go out at night in search of the Beloved and to divest and 
mortify his will... will not succeed in finding him."71 Quite simply, one 
may largely put aside the question of grace and nature precisely be-
cause of the absolute contingency of the created, precisely because the 
relationship between God and the soul is not the relationship of a "this" 
to a "that," but of Being and the becoming. The soul in John's theology 
is dependent on God ontologically and teleologically: it has in him its 
origin, its substance, and its end; the natural orientation of the soul is 
toward God; its natural destiny is to be made divine. 

67. Williams, p. 163. 
68. Ascents, 5, 3, pp. 115-16. 
69. Dark Night \, 3, 3, p. 303. 
70. Dark Night \\. 24, 4, p. 388. 
71. Dicken, p. 368. 
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Still, for the captious critic (though not for the Orthodox critic, surely) 
the question that must remain is: what is left in the soul's divinization 
that is distinctly, freely human? To quote one succinct summary of John's 
mystical theology: 

...union with God depends upon the complete unselfing of the soul by 
the sanctifying grace of God, until it is stripped of all but its essential 
identity. Adhering now to nothing but God, in whom alone it has its 
being, it can possess and be possessed in an inexpressible union of love 
which is nothing less than its deification.72 

Such has been the argument of this essay to this point; but what this 
passage throws into relief is the problem one encounters in attempting 
to say what, after this decortication of self is accomplished and after— 
as John phrases it—"love assimilates the soul to God completely,"73 

the soul's "essential identity" really is. In John's terms, the process of 
purification is also one of "annihilation"; and while one may grant that 
the strength of such language reflects John's desire to convey a proper 
sense of the ineffable intimacy of the unio mystical one might none-
theless be given pause by such passages as that in The Living Tlame of 

Love where he claims that, since all beings live by their operations, and 
since the divinized soul has all its operations in God, the soul's intel-
lect, will, memory, appetites, and "all the movements, operations, and 
inclinations" that once flowed from "the principle and strength of its 
natural life are now in this union dead to what they formerly were, 
changed into divine movements": 

the intellect of this soul is God's intellect; its will is God's will; its 
memory is the memory of God; and its delight is God's delight; and 
although the substance of this soul is not the substance of God, since it 
cannot undergo a substantial conversion into him, it has become God 
through participation in God, being united to and absorbed in him, as 
it is in this state." 

It might plausibly be argued that little is gained by affirming the abso-
lute incommiscibility of the divine and human substances if one can-
not at the same time name some area of human existence — of life, en-
ergy, or action—that is also incommutable. And one might with equal 
justice find it less than meaningful when John asserts that in the mysti-
cal union the soul's "being (even though transformed) is naturally as 
distinct from God's as it was before."76 But such a critic would be some-
what missing the point. To be human, for John, means to be that crea-
ture whose aboriginal nature is nothing but the divine image; and the 
image of God is just this capacity of the soul to become transparent 

72. Dark Night \\, 20, 5, p. 377. 

73. Maio, p. 244. 

74. 2, 34, p. 608. 

15. Ascent VL, 5, 7, p. 117. 

76. Dark Nights, 1, 1, Ò 330. 
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before the divine glory, this ability to reflect in one's own life and ac-
tion the light of the Trinity. God is not some discrete other — some 
exterior object set over against the creature — but is the depth of all 
being, freedom, desire, and truth, in which the creature comes to be 
what it is; the soul is more truly itself the more entirely it yields to God. 
It is enough for John to affirm the distinct identity of the divinized soul 
as a real source — a real bearer — of the energy of love that unites it to 
God, precisely because nothing could be more supremely, naturally 
human, nothing else could so fulfill the potentialities of created being. 
The human is, for John, essentially a pure receptivity, an openness to 
God; and the very finitude and mutability that separate the soul from 
God are also its innate capacity to be transformed. Every faculty of the 
soul — intellect, memory, will — and every kind of agency proper to 
human nature, is a way of apprehending divinity. Moreover, though 
John distinguishes between higher and lower aspects of the soul, he 
still asserts that the soul is to be understood as a single supposition·;7 on 
its journey towards God, the soul does not abandon the inferior facul-
ties, but assumes them into the superior. The process whereby the senses 
are subordinated to reason and reason yields to the will's single action 
of ecstatic love is not one of simple negation, but of (so to speak) subla-
tion; just as one may speak of three great "reductions" in John's theol-
ogy (the reduction of understanding to faith, memory to hope, and will 
to love), so one may speak of the ultimate reduction of the appetent, 
passionate, proud, and sinful chaos of the fallen soul's life to a single, 
unified motion Godward — a motion that contains everything human 
in its freest and most perfect form. 
Perhaps in trying to define human nature as John sees i t thereby to 
discover what he conceives the human to be, one is moving rather in 
the wrong direction. One might argue that for John the prior category 
for defining the human is not that of "nature," but "person" (and here, 
incidentally, gleefully conscious of the irony, I am merely borrowing a 
distinction from Vladimir Lossky75). For a theological method like 
Calvin's, for instance, one might argue, the lineaments of the human 
are first those of a universal nature, whereunder all concrete instances 
of humanity are subsumed; persons belong to human nature, and thus 
The Institutes begins with a meticulous account of that nature as God 
created it, making this the basis of the exposition that follows. One 
could describe Calvin's understanding of redemption as the story of 
how a fallen and corrupt human nature is restored, through Christ, in 
the community of the elect and reoriented towards God in life, faith, and 
worship. For John, on the other hand, although he would certainly take 
no exception to the definition of salvation just given, the human "person" 
— the human soul — nonetheless somehow transcends "nature"; that is 
7/. See Lossky, 'The Theological Xotion of the Human Person/ 
Likeness of God, pp. 111-23. 
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to say, human nature belongs to each soul, but the soul is capable of 
comprising both it and the divine nature, without thereby altering its 
essence. Redemption, therefore, is also a matter of each person's as-
cent from the merely human to the divine (which, though beyond the 
human, is the highest truth of the human); the way of every salvation 
is the way of the soul stretching out toward God and beyond the con-
fines of any absolute nature (where created nature turns out to be noth-
ing but an openness, a yielding, a transparency before grace). This is 
not to deny the christological shape and core of John's thought: for 
him, no less than for Calvin, salvation is possible only because of the 
incarnation, and is available to the soul only insofar as it belongs to the 
corporate and sacramental life of the church; but it is what John under-
stands the implications of the incarnation to be that distinguishes his 
theology from that of The Institutes. For John, the salvific career of Christ, 
even in his crucifixion and resurrection, is not simply the unique, 
unrepeatable act of redemption (though certainly it is that): it also de-
scribes how each particular person is saved; one does not enjoy the 
benefits of the incarnation except by going the way of Christ and by 
making one's humanity open to the divine as his humanity was. The 
vast plasticity of the soul, its capacity for boundless transformation, 
means that it can experience from the human side, in finite measure, 
what Christ wholly accomplishes from the divine side: the union of 
God and humanity, the reconciliation of the uncreated and created na-
tures in a single life of love. John's soteriology, then, could scarcely be 
more classically orthodox in form — "God became man that man might 
become God" — and it is only because this soteriology provides him 
with the entire rationale and essence of a spiritual discipline of imita-
tion of Christ that he is drawn to emphasize to what degree the process 
of divinization involves for each soul a Gethsemane and a Golgotha, 
no less than a Tabor and an empty tomb. Which leads me, finally, to 
ask how — in what particular — John's theology is to be distinguished 
from the great tradition of infused contemplative prayer that is the com-
mon heritage of East and West? Indeed, could there possibly be a the-
ology that more perfectly enunciates — albeit in a Western tongue and 
writh a Western accent — not only the experience of mystical prayer 
that the Eastern Christian contemplative tradition describes, but the 
christological, anthropological, soteriological, and spiritual premises 
upon which that tradition is based? The most important conclusion 
regarding the nature and destiny of human beings that one can extract 
from John's mystical treatises is that, in that the bond of love that unites 
the soul to God is the same love that unites the Trinity in its eternal life 
of love, the human soul may, after its fashion and by the economy of 
salvation, join in the motion of the eternal dance of God, and so come 
to know, working in itself, the power through which all things come to 
be and are preserved. More than this it is not necessary to say, for 
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clearly in John's mind the possibilities of the human inconceivably tran-
scend the possibilities of language; the nearest he — like Symeon the 
New Theologian — can come to meaningful discourse about the final 
repose of the soul in God is in ever more elusive metaphors, in spiri-
tual allegories and doxologies — in, that is, the elliptical, lyrical, joyous 
language of poetry: 

Quédeme y olvídeme, 
El rostro recliné sobre el Amado, 
Cesó todo, y déjeme, 
Dejando me cuidado 
Entre las azucenas olvidado. D 
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