
John of the Cross was born in a little 
village of the plains of Spain in 1542. 
He was conceived out of a relation-
ship so powerful that his father, 

Gonzalo, willingly renounced his family and 
their substantial wealth and status to marry a 
peasant woman, Catalina. John’s father and 
middle brother died whilst he was still very 
young and so he and his mother and 
remaining brother had to move to the 
nearest city. They were economic refugees, 
members of the poorest class and depending 
on the charity of others for survival. 
Nevertheless his mother always made room 
in her home for those poorer than them-
selves. She accepted and cared for aban-
doned babies and found permanent homes 
for them.

John was educated at a local orphanage 
school and then entered a Jesuit college 
where he paid his way by working in a local 
hospital, caring for patients suffering from 
incurable diseases and mental illness. He 
elected to become a Carmelite, went to study 
at University, but abandoned his studies after 
four years because of a crisis of vocation and 
considered joining the stricter Carthusians. 
He was persuaded by Teresa of Avila to join 
her in extending the reform she had begun 
among the Carmelite Sisters: supporting her 
belief that the order should return to its life 
of prayer.
In December 1577 he was abducted and 
imprisoned by a very aggressive community 
of Carmelite friars who were opposed to the 
reform, and held in solitary confinement in 
Toledo. He was locked up in small cell with 
very little light. It was here, in the dark and 
the cold and the desolation, that a much 

more intense understanding of his journey 
in faith began. The suffering created an 
opening where God was able to reach John 
at a very profound level. In the bleakness of 
his prison cell, John began expressing in 
poetry, what was happening to him. He 
started to describe what it means to embark 
on the journey of drawing closer to God. He 
uses the phrase ‘the dark night of the soul,’ to 
symbolise this spiritual journey.

John’s way could be described as: ‘The 
way of dispossession.’ He says: ‘The soul 
acquires more enjoyment and pleasure from 
created things when she lets them go. They 
cannot be truly enjoyed if they are regarded 
as property to be grasped. This brings 
anxiety, which binds the spirit to the earth 
and leaves no space for growth in the heart. 
For such a reason pleasure clouds our 
judgement like a fog, because we cannot will 
to enjoy created things without the will to 
possess them.’

To reach satisfaction in all
desire satisfaction in nothing.
To come to possess all
desire the possession of nothing.
To come to be all
desire to be nothing.
To come to the knowledge of all
desire the knowledge of nothing.  
To reach what you do not enjoy
you must go by the way which shuns enjoyment.
To come to the knowledge you do not have
you must go by the way of not knowing.
To come to be what you are not
you must go by the way in which you are not.
The Ascent of Mount Carmel
St John of the Cross.

Theme: Letting go

The Polish psychologist Casmir 
Dabrowski claims that we grow by first 
falling apart. He was once challenged 
on this by one of his students who 
asked, ‘can’t we also grow through our 
successes.’ ‘Theoretically yes,’ he 
replied, ‘we can grow through our 
successes, just as easily as we can 
through our failures. But I have rarely 
seen it. Almost always deep growth 
takes place through the opposite – our 
deaths, our losses, our dark nights of 
the soul.’

Through poverty and suffering John 
of the Cross learnt to ‘let go’ of what 
was blocking his path to union with 
God. He taught that it is by breaking 
the rope of our desires that we can fly 
to God and that someone who seeks 
happiness through attachment to the 
things of this world is like ‘a famished 
person who opens his mouth to satisfy 
himself with air.’

John’s life of poverty and self-denial 
gave birth to a compassionate mystic 
who realised that God lived, not 
amongst the trappings of the world, 
but within the human heart: ‘Desire him 
there, adore him there. Do not go in 
pursuit of him outside yourself. You will 
only become distracted and you won’t 
find him, or enjoy him more than by 
seeking him within you.’ 

‘As long as the soul is occupied with, 
and absorbed by the things of this life, 
it cannot recognise God as its only 
good.’  Sr Dalcerri. 

‘God does not dwell fully in a heart 
which has not been emptied of 
everything in order to be open to Him 
alone. Everything must be given up, 
riches, learning, power and popular-
ity.’ Barsotti.
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St John of the Cross
Setting the scene

‘None of you can be my disciple unless he gives up all his possessions.’
Lk 14:33



The legacy of Carmel is evident in 
the life of St Mary Mazzarello. A 
spiritual atmosphere of poverty 
was something Mary was anxious 

to preserve at all costs: ‘Good daughters. Be 
careful that the world you have left is not allowed 
to enter our minds and hearts a little at a time.’  
The aversion to attachments and the desire 
for great simplicity were seen by Mary as 
essential if the ‘heart’ is to be free for ‘the 
things of God.’ Mary saw poverty as an 
essential backdrop for a ‘pure heart for God 
alone’ and the world as a constant enemy 
waiting to be let in to corrupt this: ‘We may 
form in our hearts a world more dangerous than 
the one we have left,’ she would caution the 
Sisters, ‘I speak of certain forms of jealousy, 
certain disobediences, acts of pride, little 
attachments.’ 

As a result, she was acutely sensitive to 
anything that undermined this spirit. When 
she worked with the young girls in the sewing 
workshop, Mary wanted them to give back to 
each customer even the smallest scraps of 
cloth, thread, or whatever else had been 
supplied for the work. ‘If we keep it,’ she used to 

say, ‘the devil will make a banner from it.’ 
She wanted her heart to be totally free for 

the things of God. ‘Don’t be attached even to a 
prayer book or holy card,’ she used to say to the 
Sisters, ‘but to God alone, because He alone can 
make us completely happy,’  In fact she was 
observed as having, ‘no attachment to 
anything.’ Her Sisters commented how: ‘She 
used to recommend us also to be detached 
from the little things of the community – 
room, clothing and so forth.’ Hers was a 
philosophy of dispossession rather than 
possession.

‘If she received any such things, she would 
give them away.’ And so, ‘to Mother’s way of 
thinking, temporal goods were an opportu-
nity to do good.’

This detachment began with her own 
personal appearance: ‘Mother’s clothing was 
the poorest and most unwanted. She wore the 
most worn out habits as though she were the 
least in the House.’ It extended to her room 
which was described as: ‘little less than that of 
a hermit. Mother slept on a sack of leaves. 
When necessary, she would take a block of 
wood, wrap a flannel around it and use it as a 

pillow. A crucifix, an old basin, an even older 
desk with a lock, a chair, a kneeler. These 
were the furnishings of that room which 
served as an office and bedroom.’

She was described as ‘poverty personified.’ 
She had nothing superfluous, not even  the 
necessities. She kept nothing of her own. 
When she needed something she asked for it. 
‘Love poverty,’ she used to tell them. ‘It must be 
your special virtue.’  Poverty for Mary was an 
opportunity. A Sister comments: ‘She was 
hungry for opportunities to deny herself and 
taught us to be likewise. She used to call these 
opportunities, ‘harvest time’.’

In private conversations with the Sisters 
or postulants Mary would ask: ‘Is your heart 
attached to anything?’ If the answer was ‘yes,’ 
for example, ‘I am attached to my notebook 
or a holy picture,’ Mary would say, ‘well then 
go and bring it to me. At the moment of 
death, you will be very happy you made this 
detachment.’ Depending on circumstances, 
Mary might keep the object or return it with 
the words: ‘we must have our heart attached to 
God alone.’

‘But first seek the Kingdom of God 
and his justice, and all these things 
will be added to you.’  
Mt 6: 33
No one can serve two masters; for either 
he will hate the one and love the other, or 
he will be attached to one and despise the 
other. You cannot serve God and 
Mammon. Wherefore I say to you: Do not 
worry about your life what you eat or what 
you drink, nor about your body what you 
wear. Is not life more than food and the 
body and the clothing. Look at the birds in 
the sky: they do not sow nor reap nor 
gather into barns, yet your heavenly 
Father feeds them; are you not worth more 
than they are? And which of you by 
worrying can add one cubit to his span? 
Mt 6: 24-27

GOD’S WORD

‘Let nothing disturb you. Everything passes. God never changes. 
He who possesses God possesses everything.’

St Teresa of Avila

Questions
What are my possessions?
How prepared am I to make sacrifices for God?
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Mary Speaks

About Mary

‘I beg you my daughters to remain poor in spirit in the midst of 
these comforts offered you by the Congregation. Do not 

become attached to the things you use.’

‘Work without ambition and only to please Jesus.’

‘What are all the things in this world worth? It will 
be plenty if we win heaven.’

‘I recommend to you don’t hold on to anything. Don’t keep
 bad feelings, suspicions, jealousy.  Deposit these 

miseries at the feet of Jesus and be happy.’

‘We ought to go forward with great simplicity without looking for 
satisfaction in creatures, nor in the things of this world. Think 

only of fulfilling your duty well for the love of Jesus and 
don’t think of anything else.’


