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WHAT THIS BOOK IS, AND WHAT IT IS NOT

Although this book is subtitled a “Commentary on the Mystical Philosophy of St. John

of the Cross” it will become immediately evident to the reader that, both in scope and

purpose, it is a commentary structured around some very specific epistemological issues.

In particular, it is concerned with exploring the possibility of articulating a coherent

theory of knowledge that is implicit, or perhaps better yet, latent, in the writings of St.

John. I say latent because the theory itself is really rather an aside to the very practical

issues raised by St. John in the writing of his several treatises on mystical experience.

Anyone who has read St. John will undoubtedly agree that his approach to the subject is

more programmatic than analytical, at least in any contemporary sense. As such, the

aperture, if you will, of our focus must go beyond the hard and fast boundaries that might

otherwise define our expectations of a commentary dealing strictly with the theological

complexities that inevitably arise upon a close reading of St. John of the Cross.

In one sense, of course, the works of St. John are a commentary unto themselves, and

while this may simplify matters in one regard, it considerably complicates them in

another. The verse by verse interpretation which St. John himself offers is, obviously, the

first and most apparent level, a level where St. John provides us with an often detailed

explication of the meaning behind his extremely subtle poetic utterances. This meaning,

both in scope and intention, is purely theological. Our own purposes within this book,

however, are not: they are, by and large, epistemological. And this is where the issue

becomes a bit more complex.

A commentary of the type proposed, it seemed to me, must take this first level of

meaning fundamentally rooted in theology, to the next and less apparent level of meaning

radicated in epistemology; in other words, one that specifically emerges from an
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epistemological criticism of the first level. In this sense it is a striving for what might be

called hyper-textual meaning, a meaning always latent within, but often suppressed by,

the complexities of the text itself. At the same time it is also a striving for contextual

coherence. In any critical encounter between mysticism and epistemology, it is the

demand for coherence, and not credence, which inevitably predominates. The often

attenuated and sometimes conflicting principles that have largely become part and parcel

of mystical theology remain no more than mere speculations until coherence is

demonstrated to obtain not merely between the principles themselves within their own

legitimate province (theology), but more importantly, between these principles and the

canons of reason to which epistemology presumes to hold them accountable. Questions

likely to emerge from such an encounter are of the following sort: “Do the implications

of St. John’s often abstruse statements actually hold up under epistemological criticism?”

“Does a fully explicated meaning which accords with accepted theological principles,

also accord with accepted epistemological principles?” In a word, do the theological

principles have adequate epistemological credentials?

For this reason, and others, I thought it best to entitle this work a commentary dealing

with St. John’s mystical “philosophy”, and not his “theology” as such, for a much broader

range of issues, especially epistemological issues, are clearly necessary to the scope of

this type of endeavor, issues which a purely theological analysis would otherwise, and

legitimately, exclude. The reason I have done so will, I think, become apparent early on. I

have essentially attempted to bring three related issues into focus within the present

work: the phenomenon that we have come to understand as the “mystical experience”, the

metaphysics ostensibly underlying it, and the consonance, if any, obtaining between the

two when viewed under the objective lens of epistemology. The real question of the

work, then, can be summarized simply as this: “Is the mystical experience

epistemologically coherent?” There are, of course, inevitably a subset of questions latent

within this: “Are the conclusions drawn from St. John’s arguments consistent with the
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premises implied?” “Do the premises and conclusions themselves coherently accord with

the metaphysics?” In short, is the mystical experience described by St. John of the Cross

at the very least epistemologically credible?

But why St. John of the Cross? Why not Eckhardt, Gerson, or Tauler? Even the briefest

historical survey of the great Western Christian Mystics offers, especially in the way of

speculative mysticism, a wide variety of other and perhaps better known candidates. The

reason that I have chosen St. John is simply this: the works of St. John of the Cross,

particularly the “Ascent of Mount Carmel” and “The Dark Night of the Soul”, stand, I

think, as the culmination of the Western tradition of mysticism. Every other

representative of this tradition is either in some way defective or deficient in articulating

what has come to be accepted as orthodox doctrine in mystical theology. It is, in

retrospect, no small token to the depth and scope of his writings that St. John was

declared the first “Doctor of Mystical Theology” within the Roman Catholic Church.

Much of this remains to be discussed later.

As a final note in the way of explaining what this book is, or at least endeavors to be, I

think it necessary to say something briefly about the term "mysticism" itself. It has

always appeared to me somewhat regrettable that the term "mysticism" is used to define

what would really be more accurately described as "contemplative theology". With the

term "mystical" we are likely to conjure up a good deal that is either unrelated, or deeply

inimical to the contemplative theology that comes to us in the writings of the great

Christian mystics. Mystical theology, in one of its typical paradoxes, is essentially a

rational enterprise despite the fact that the mystical experience itself is not. While

basically a practical undertaking, in presuming to set forth reasons for this practical task,

it is at least implicitly a rational justification as well. And it is precisely this rational

aspect of the mystical experience which is the focus of this book.
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On the other hand, it is equally important to the reader to understand what this book is

not. This book is not a compendium. While it carefully attempts to chronologically

accompany the text where possible, it does not blench from a departure where an

examination of concurrent issues is warranted. Some will undoubtedly find this vexing.

And while it adverts to the Mystical Tradition in general, a tradition out of which the

thought of St. John very clearly emerges, it does not presume to exhaustively treat of the

many notable figures who have contributed to this long standing tradition. Deidre

Carabine’s “The Unknown God: Negative Theology in the Platonic Tradition: Plato to

Eriugena”, I suggest, would be much more suitable to this purpose. The goal of this book

is unabashedly epistemological. Neither do I presume the reader to be intimately

acquainted with Thomism as such, from which many of the metaphysical doctrines

articulated by St. John unquestionably derive. For the sake of clarity, and the convenience

of the reader, I have endeavored to reiterate them when necessary, providing pertinent

documentation should the reader wish to explore the issue further. As dearly as I wish

this work to be all things to all people, I have settled for the more modest goal of

providing epistemological perspective on the sometimes fluid, sometimes volatile, but

always paradoxical issues that mysticism perpetually engenders.

(Continued below)
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Preface to the Philosophy of St. John of the Cross

___________________________________________

The Search for Coherence

If there is one unifying feature that appears to bind the great diversity of philosophic

thought as it has occurred throughout history, it may well be found in the search for

coherence. While the passionate and resolute pursuit of truth is certainly more exalted, it

has for some time suffered rather badly, and for good reason has been denigrated as the

pure impulse behind every philosophical system. The dispassionate search for coherence,

on the other hand, has been, and is likely to remain, fundamental to all good philosophy.

It is no less the driving force behind the great Platonic Dialogues, or Aristotle’s Posterior

Analytics, than Kant’s abstruse Critique of Pure Reason or Hegel’s involuted Logic. On

every philosophical frontier we essentially encounter problematics which demand

explanation because they confront us as facts. What is more, these intractable, often

vexing elements of experience do not always readily lend themselves to understanding, or

if they do, it is sometimes upon terms not entirely of our own making. Such occurrences

invite inquiry, challenge us to coherently respond to them, and even in the face of

indifference resolutely refuse to be turned aside. They defy us, and therefore challenge

us. By their persistent recurrence, they effectively demand of us accountability; demand,

in fact, to be coherently incorporated into that philosophic purview toward which all

inquiry inexorably moves as toward a universal comprehending every fact.

However elusive this pursuit may be, the impulse which motivates us to exact from

experience the epistemological tribute which coherence demands, remains the same

always and everywhere: the pursuit of understanding. To leave unexplained – or worse

yet – to ignore any recurrent element in experience simply because it proves either

inconvenient or recalcitrant, is not merely bad philosophy; it is contradictory to the

philosophic impulse itself, an impulse which not merely derives from, but thrives within,

the fertile matrix of inquiry.
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If this indeed is so, it is particularly apropos of a study of arguably the single greatest –

certainly the most voluble and articulate – figure in the Western tradition of mysticism,

St. John of the Cross (1542-1591). Mystical experience, despite its many cultural and

often conflicting interpretations, remains undeniably a fact of experience. This alone is

sufficient warrant for examination. Its credentials lay in the repeated, which is to say, the

historical experiences of men and women, and philosophy essentially demands no more

of the subject of its review.

It is, however, equally clear that such an investigation suffers a regrettably persistent, if

popular handicap: the general consensus seems to be, prior to any real critical reflection

on the matter, that in and of itself mysticism is something entirely and irredeemably

irrational, and inasmuch as it is beyond reason it is beyond the legitimate scope of

rational inquiry altogether. Indeed, apart from the possibility of what appear to be

otherwise solipsistic utterances meaningful only among the mystics themselves, it really

has nothing to recommend itself to the type of inquiry to which other and decidedly less

refractory experiences legitimately lend themselves. This is to be much mistaken. It is

precisely this fundamental and pervasive misconception about mysticism that remains, I

think, the chief obstacle to a study of mystical philosophy in its own right, the credibility

of which, as a consequence, has suffered unnecessarily.

But there is more to the problem we confront at the outset than simply this. Semantics has

played no small part in contributing to the confusion that surrounds the very term itself.

As William James astutely observed:

“The words "mysticism" and "mystical" are often used as terms of mere

reproach, to throw at any opinion which we regard as vague and vast

and sentimental, and without a base in either facts or logic. For some

writers a "mystic" is any person who believes in thought-transference,

or spirit return. Employed in this way the word has little value.” 1

As a consequence, the term "mysticism" has come to acquire a kind of pseudo-

metaphysical connotation, or perhaps better yet, an esoteric pathos of the most
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reprehensible sort – evoking, as it does, a type of vague intellectual empathy to which

nothing in any sense coherent and meaningful corresponds. This essential

misunderstanding of mysticism, however, is quickly dispelled upon a close examination

of the works of St. John of the Cross: immediately we confront facticity and discern

logic; facticity and logic so compelling, in fact, that a philosophy of mysticism may well

offer a unique contribution to epistemology itself. To wit, In Part II of our commentary

we shall examine, among other things, the possibility of a type of experience in which the

redoubtable Problem of Induction – first introduced by the 18th century Scottish

philosopher David Hume – and a thorn in the side of philosophy ever since – fails to

obtain. This of itself would be no small recompense for our efforts given the magnitude

of this problem to which philosophy, in one form or another, has attempted to respond

since the publication of Hume’s Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding in 1740. In

short, we find reason in the mystical philosophy of St. John of the Cross, coherence and

logic. Indeed, we find that, externally considered, the mystical experience is a profoundly

rational experience – and it is this discovery, sweeping aside many long-borne

misconceptions about mysticism which, if justification at all is required, suffices to

justify an epistemology of mysticism.

To be sure, there are central elements in the mystical experience essentially inaccessible

to reason. St. Thomas Aquinas perhaps summed it up best in the terse statement, “In

finem nostrae, cognitions Deum tamquam ignotum cognoscimus.” 2 It is this unknowing,

this first and most fundamental principle of the metaphysics of mysticism which, in our

examination, we shall find to assume profoundly rational dimensions in the mystical

philosophy of St. John of the Cross.

________________________________

Geoffrey K. Mondello
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1 Varieties of Religious Experience, Lect. 16

2 In the end, we know God as unknownhttp://people.ne.mediaone.net/geof/Foreword to the

Philosophy of St. John of the Cross.htm

(continued below)
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Foreword

_____________________________________________________

In this short commentary on the two principle works of St. John of the Cross – the Ascent

of Mount Carmel and the Dark Night of the Soul – we will, as I stated earlier, be

primarily concerned with examining the possibilities of developing a coherent mystical

epistemology, that is to say, a theory of knowledge relative to the mystical experience in

which the rational elements of this unique experience will become explicit to us, and so

enable us to usher at least some very crucial aspects of this phenomenon into the arena of

rational discourse. Certainly, this will not make mystics of us. Indeed, this understanding

itself is by no means propadeutic to the mystical experience, as we shall later see; that is

to say, an understanding of the metaphysical principles underlying the mystical

experience is not requisite in the way that, say, an understanding of the relation between

rational numbers is presupposed in the exercise of pure mathematics. The mystic, unlike

the mathematician, may in fact dispense with such an understanding altogether.

This type of understanding, however, is requisite to the inquiring mind, which is to say,

to those of us standing, as it were, outside, peering in through the sometimes obfuscated

lens of rational inquiry. We can, however, only achieve this through carefully examining

the various and sometimes involuted arguments which St. John articulates in the

development of what must be understood as his mystical philosophy; a philosophy which

only gradually, even reluctantly, emerges from the text. Our inquiry, then, boils down

essentially to an examination of certain rational features of the mystical experience which

lend themselves to the possibility of being so organized as to constitute something

systematic enough to be incorporated into what we have come to understand as

epistemology. And this, of course, presumes order, sense, meaning and logic. One

surprising consequence of our analysis, in short, will be the disclosure of the mystical

experience not as antipodal to reason (as some have supposed), but as profoundly
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consonant with it. However, this reason we seek in St. John’s account is, we hasten to

add, and for reasons that we shall later explain, implicit only; from the outset it often

requires patient analysis, but the results will be no less, – in fact, all the more–

compelling for the effort.

Given the broad and inevitable complexity of the issues involved, it appeared to me that

the best way to proceed in this type of examination would be through an analysis of the

central moments in the movement to mystical union as they logically occur in the two

texts. Where there is logical or chronological order to begin with, it seemed to me best to

construct an analysis parallel to the already existing continuum. Not only should this help

us in a comparative analysis of the text, but it serves to constrain us to the text as well–

while at the same time allowing us the necessary latitude to extrapolate from it in an

attempt to construct an epistemological analysis our own. In doing so we will find

ourselves moving from an examination of those factors external to the mystical

experience and generally spoken of in terms of predisposition, to those elements more or

less explicitly involved in the actual mystical experience itself and in turn generally

spoken of in terms of union. Concisely put, our stated purpose, then, is to examine the

normative, as well as the descriptive elements in St. John’s account. To do this, it is vital

for us to provide the often isolated elements which occur in the text with a coherent

epistemological framework. This can only be achieved by drawing out the logical

implications of his statements, examining their consequences, and, finally, attempting to

demonstrate their essential coherence.

A certain antagonism with the text in inevitable. These are fertile, but not necessarily

hospitable grounds for purely philosophical inquiry. There are, for example, certain tacit

assumptions, both theological and philosophical in nature, to which St. John often

adverts; assumptions, more often than not, in the form of suppressed theses which, if we

are at all to succeed in our examination, must be lifted from the text as so many copulas

to the intelligibility or our account. We must endeavor, then, to show not merely that

certain experiences or consequences follow any given moment in the account, but why
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they follow logically (that is to say, deductively, or necessarily) from the given moments.

As we examine St. John’s arguments in greater detail, we come to realize that it is not so

much an antagonism that we contend with in the account as it is a recalcitrance

encountered within the text itself: that certain later statements and arguments essentially

derive from earlier statements and arguments is not always clear in the writings of St.

John. It remains for us to attempt to render these connections explicit, to endeavor to

demonstrate their logical coherence, and to organize them into something systematic if

we hope to succeed in articulating an epistemology of mysticism – at least St. John’s

mysticism. The ultimate aim of this commentary, in the end, is to give philosophic form

to St. John’s arguments, in effect to develop a coherent philosophy of mysticism,

especially in light of the epistemological dimensions suggested within it.

St. John’s works can be divided into three logical moments: Predisposition, Transition,

and Union. Part I of the Commentary, which I have entitled the Presuppositions is

principally concerned with the moment of predisposition, that is to say, with the merely

mechanical features of mysticism which the latter two moments presuppose. It forms the

foundation upon which the mystical momentum builds and in virtue of which much of the

subsequent mystical experience is explainable. Its principal feature, we will find, is the

apophatic way, better known as the Via Negativa (the Way of Negation, or the Negative

Way) in all its mechanical aspects upon which the entire metaphysical infrastructure of

mysticism depends. Detailed discussion of this central feature in mystical philosophy is

dealt with in Part II of this commentary where it will be examined in detail.

Working from the various principles elicited from St. John’s foundational work, the

Ascent of Mount Carmel, Part II, entitled the “Metaphysics”, is an attempt to relate the

evolving mystical experiences to these principles (the via negativa, notions of

participation, proximity, proportion, contrariety, etc.) in order to demonstrate the latter to

be, in fact, the logical consequences of the former. It is an attempt to show that, given

certain statements concerning the function of these principles, other statements about

certain unique types of experience (essentially states-of-being) not just follow, but
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necessarily, that is to say, deductively, follow. But at the same time we must also come to

terms with the limitations inherent in the kind of books St. John was writing; books

addressing issues vital to a distinct group of readers (issues that we shall discuss later in

Part II). As a result, deductive relations which do in fact obtain between the various

elements in his philosophy are often obscure to the casual reader. Suffice it to say at this

point that St. John did not understand himself to be writing an enchiridion on mystical

theology replete with deductive schematics to be later analyzed by, and subsequently vex,

systematic theologians. Deductive relations do in fact exist, but because of this literary

limitation, they must be elicited through careful reading if we are to arrive at that

philosophic coherence we strive for in the works of St. John; a coherence that, in fact, is

always latent, even in his most abstruse writings.

In the way of explanation, I should like to point out that I have omitted treatment of St.

John’s last two works – the Spiritual Canticle and the Living Flame of Love – not as an

oversight, but simply because, for our own purposes, the pertinent material found in these

two treatises derives from, and are largely more elaborate iterations of, the first two

principal works in which all the elements in his philosophy are contained in much greater

detail. As a final note, an addendum in the form of a prolepsis follows the commentary

proper. Within it, various objections posed by skepticism, psychology, and orthodoxy, are

briefly considered and answered in light of our examination. This, in turn, is followed by

a brief biographical sketch, and an overview of the mystical tradition culminating in the

thought of St. John.

_______________________________

The abbreviations used in this commentary are as follows:

AMC : Ascent of Mount Carmel

DNS : Dark Night of the Soul

SC : Spiritual Canticle

LFL : Living Flame of Love

ST : Summa Theologica (St. Thomas Aquinas)
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Documentary references are based upon the translation of St. John’s works by E. Allison Peers: Ascent of

Mount Carmel, Dark Night of the Soul, Living Flame of Love, and Spiritual Canticle, Image Books,

Doubleday & Co., Garden City, NY, 1958, 1959, 1961, and 1962.

Scriptural references are, unless noted otherwise, taken from The Jerusalem Bible, Doubleday & Co.,

Garden City, New York, Copyright 1966

(Continued below)
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An Introduction to the Philosophy of St. John of the Cross

The Epistemological Paradox:

The Knower, Unknowing, and the Unknown

___________________________________________________

Any study of St. John’s mystical philosophy must first come to terms with the nature of

mystical theology itself; what its object is, what its limits are: in short, what particular

universe of discourse we are addressing in our attempt to understand the mystical

experience described by St. John of the Cross. A good definition, it appears to me, must

be broad enough to subsume the many interpretations we encounter outside any specific

tradition. The advantages of this are at once obvious, for such an approach, broadly

chronological in its purview, provides us with a much needed sense of historical

continuity inasmuch as many of the doctrines found in the writings of St. John have very

clear historical antecedents that are not, in fact, rooted in Christianity at all. Some

precede it. Indeed, some are deeply inimical to it. On the other hand, it is equally clear

that our definition must be sufficiently specific to the tradition to which St. John so

clearly belongs and in light of which alone his mystical doctrine becomes coherent. One

extremely useful definition, a definition embracing what is both specific and general,

would construe mystical theology as essentially the consummate theology. Why

consummate? Because it is the cognitive apex of an otherwise largely speculative

theological enterprise. Mystical theology, in short, is concerned with the direct intuition –

experience, if you will – of God,1 the immediate and unmodified apprehension of the

Absolute through what has come to be understood as ‘unio mystica’, or mystical union.
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Perhaps the clearest, certainly the most concise, definition offered is, I think, summarized

in the words of the great fourteenth century theologian and mystic, Jean Gerson:

“Theologia mystica est experimentalis cognitio habita de Deo per amoris

unitivi complexum” 2

Natural Theology, by contrast, concerns itself exclusively with the knowledge of God

arrived at through natural, or discursive reason: that is to say, in Natural Theology an

understanding of God is abstractly achieved through a rational process much in the way

that a logical argument is constructed through a sorites. St. Anselm’s famous

“Ontological Argument” is a fine example of this type of theological reasoning. The God

it broaches upon, however, remains as abstract as the syllogistic reasoning that deduced

him, and, practically speaking, few people undergo conversion experiences as a result of

this line of reasoning, however impeccable.

Dogmatic Theology, on the other hand, takes a somewhat different tack: it is primarily

concerned with the knowledge of God obtained through divine revelation principally

embodied in Sacred Scripture, and has come to assume a rather monolithic architectonic

through a long-standing and erudite tradition of Patristic exegesis. The force of reason

and the appeal to authority (Scriptural, patristic, and philosophical) which typically

characterizes dogmatic theology is a powerful combination, a combination so effective,

in fact, that it is arguably the single most vital element in any individual’s – including the

mystic’s – orthodox religious formation. It is, in a sense, the springboard off which the

mystic leaps into less certain waters. St. Thomas Aquinas is an eminent example of both

disciplines, artfully incorporating elements of the Natural and the Dogmatic into that

remarkable synthesis culminating in his Summa Theologica, considered by many to be

the greatest theological treatise ever written.
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Reason as Propadeutic:

the Ex Hypothesi

Mystical theology approaches God quite differently. Its path lies neither through the

narrow corridors of reason, nor through the rigid architectonics of dogmatic exegesis. It

either leaps off at the point where the scholar is left stammering, or may prescind

altogether from the cumbersome intellectual impedimenta that becomes effectively

superfluous in the ecstatic momentum that impels the soul to union with God. This, of

course, is to disparage neither reason nor dogma. Each in measure is an indispensable

tributary to the depth of that inexorable movement toward God, as we shall later see. It

remains, nevertheless, that even a scholar of the caliber of St. Thomas Aquinas had

subsequently come to view all that he had written, and this was considerable to say the

least, as “so much straw” in light of the direct experience of God which he briefly

encountered in a moment of ecstatic union. So overwhelming, so all-embracing, so

utterly definitive was this experience that St. Thomas immediately ceased writing.

Shall we then toss aside the Summa? It is clear that St. John did not. Neither, in fact, did

Tauler, Suso, or Eckhardt. And for good reason: Mystical Theology, properly understood,

neither compromises nor invalidates its Rational and Dogmatic counterparts. Rather, it

surpasses them in the way that the act of seeing surpasses the most definitive description

of sight. The description itself remains true; it is entirely accurate inasmuch as words

signify, and in signifying attempt to communicate, what is essentially an experience. But

the disproportion between the experience itself and any description subsequent to it

remains nearly irreconcilable. To one who is color-deficient (to carry the analogy a little

further) and who has never seen the color purple, the most precise and detailed

description of this absolutely unique chromatic phenomenon called purple, even when

coupled with appeals to extrapolate from colors with which one is familiar, yields at best

only a vague conception, and in the end brings that person no closer to the experience of

the color itself. In short, we must come to terms with limitations inherent in language,


