
 Our great saint from Spain whom we celebrate today certainly lived up 
to his name “of the cross.”  John’s father was wealthy salesman who married 

a poor weaver and therefore was disowned by his family. 
 

 At a young age, his father died leaving his mother to raise three sons 
in poverty.  His mother kept the family together as they wandered homeless 
in search of work.  As a teenager, John found a job caring for hospital 

patients who suffered from incurable diseases and madness.  
 

 He joined the Carmelites in 1563 and desired to become a 
contemplative.  However, he became dissatisfied with the worldliness of the 
order.  Shortly thereafter, he met St. Theresa of Avila who asked him to help 

reform the Carmelites by returning to a life of prayer.  She was 52 and he 
was in his late twenties when they first met.  There is always a high price of 

reform.  John and Theresa were met with opposition, misunderstanding, and 
persecution.  
 

 In fact, John’s own order kidnapped and locked him in a cell six feet by 
ten feet where monks beat him every Friday.  There was only one window 

high up near the ceiling.  It was in in this unbearably dark, cold, and desolate 
cell that his faith and love were ignited.  They would not allow him to offer 

the holy Mass.  They used psychological torture on him.   
 
 God is always able to bring good out of evil.  God brought John the 

greatest joys in that tiny cell.  Consequently, John has left us some of the 
greatest poetic and spiritual works in our tradition, including Ascent of Mount 

Carmel and Dark Night of he Soul.   
 
 John’s writing certainly can be quite intimidating.  He could be called 

the “Doctor of Detachment.”  Concerning detachment, St. Teresa of Avila 
once said, “Whoever has humility and detachment can easily go out and fight 

with all hell together and against the whole world all its occasions of sin.”  
This is what it did for St. John of the Cross.  He was unflappable.  
 

 For John, we are created with a deep desire for God.  We have what he 
calls deep caverns of the soul.  So often, people try to fill up these caverns 

with finite things – wealth, honor, power, pleasure, etc.  Thus, it’s important 
to fast from these things so that we recognize how deeply we hunger for the 
Lord. 

 
 God, for his part, wants to fill the soul.  Often in poetic language, John 

describes how God desires to fill the space in our souls with nothing short of 
Himself.  In short, John was “wounded” by God’s love and knew nothing else 
mattered in light of Him.  Where John found no love, he put God’s love.  

 
 John’s message is fitting for Advent, a time we prepare for the coming 

of the Messiah.  May each of you make room in preparing to receive Jesus 
more fully so that He may fill the caverns of your soul.   


