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5. Yet we cannot say certainly how long the soul will be kept in this fast 
and penance of the senses. Not everyone undergoes this in the same way, 
neitherare the temptations identical. All is meted out according to God I s 
will and the greateror lesseramount ofimperfection that must be purged 
from each one. In the measure of the degree oflovc to which God wishes 
to raise a soul, he humbles it with greater or less intensity, or for a longer 
or shorter period of time. 

Those who have more considerable capacity and strength for suffer­
ing, God purges more intenselyand quickly. But those who are very weak 
he keeps in this night for a long time. Their purgation is less in tense and 
their temptations abated, and he frequently refreshes their senses to 
keep them from backsliding. They arrive at the\purityof perfection late 
!!t life. And some ofthem never reach it entirely, for they are never wholly 
in the night or wholly out of it. Although they do not advance, God 
exercises them for short periods and on certain days in those temptations 
and aridities to preserve them in humility and> self-knowledge; and at 
other times and seasons he comes to their aid with consolation, lest 
through loss ofcourage they return to their search for worldly consola­
tion. God acts with otherweaker souls as though he were showing himself 
and then hiding; he does this to exercise them in his love, for without 
these withdrawals they would not learn to reach him. 

6. Yet, as is evident through experience, souls who will pass on to so 
happy and lofty a state as is the union oflove must usually remain in these 
aridities and temptations for a long while no matter how quickly God 
leads them. It is time to begin our treatise on the second night. 

BOOKTWO 


CHAPTER 1 


(The beginning ofthe treatise on the dark night ofthe spirit. Explains when this 
night commences.] 

1. If His Majesty intends to lead the soul on, he does not put it in this 
dark night ofspirit immediately after its going out from the aridities and 
trials of the first purgation and night of sense. Instead, after having 
emerged from the state ofbeginners, the soul usually spends many years 
exercising itself in the state of proficients. In this new state, as one 
liberated from a cramped prison cell, it goes about the things ofGod with 
much more freedom and satisfaction of spirit and with more abundant 
interior delight than itdid in the beginning before entering the night of 
sense. Its imagination and faculties are no longer bound to discursive 
meditation and spiritual solicitude, as was their custom. The soul readily 
finds in its spirit, without the work of meditation, a very serene, loving 
contemplation and spiritual delight. Nonetheless, the purgation of the 
soul is not complete. The purgation of the principal part, that of the 
spirit, is lacking, and without it the sensory purgation, however strong it 
may have been, is incomplete because of a communication existing 
between the two parts of the soul that form only one suppositum. As a 
result, certain needs, aridities, darknesses, and conflicts are felt. These 
are sometimesfar more intense than those ofthe past and are like omens 
or messengers of the coming night of the spiriLI 

But they are not lasting. as they will be in the night that is to come. For 
after enduring the short period or periods of time, or even days, in this 
night and tempest, the soul immediately returns to its customary seren­
ity. Thus God purges some individuals who are not destined to ascend tQ 
so lofty a degree of love as are others. He brings them into this night of 
contemplation and spiritual purgation at intervals, frequently causing 
the night to come and then the dawn so that David's affirmation might 
be fulfilled: He sends his crystal (contemplation) like morsels [Ps. 147: 17]. 

1. The interchange between sense and spirit highlights the intrinsic unity of the 
human person. This contemplation, sometimes dry and dark, sometimes serene 
and loving, invites comparison with the absence and presence of the Beloved in 
the drama of The spiritual Canticle. The active night of the spirit explained at 
length in the Ascent also deals ~ith the state of proficients. 
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And this is characteristic of the spirit purged and annihilated of all 
particular knowledge and affection: Not finding satisfaction in anything 
or understanding anything in particular, and remaining in its emptiness 
and darkness, it embraces all things with great preparedness. And St. 
Paul's words are verified: Nihil habentes, et omnia possidentes (Having 
nothing, yet possessing all things) (2 Cor. 6:10]. Such poverty of spirit
deserves this blessedness. 

r-- CHAPTER 9 

[Although this night darkens the spirit, it doey so to give light.] 

1. It remains to be said, then, that even though this happy night 
darkens the spirit, it does so only to impart light concerning all things; 
and even though it humbles individuals and reveals their miseries, it does 
so only to exalt them; and even though it impoverishes and empties them 
ofall possessions and natural affec tion, it does so only that they may reach 
out divinely to the enjoyment of all earthly and heavenly things, with a 
general freedom of spirit in them all. 

That elements be commingled with all natural compounds, they must 
be unaffected by any particular color, odor, or taste, and thus they can 
concur with all tastes, odors, and colors. Similarly, the spirit must be 
simple, pure, and naked as to all natural affections, actual and habitual, 
in order to be able to communicate freely in fullness of spirit with the 
divine wisdom in which, on account of the soul's purity, the delights of 
all things are tasted to a certain eminent degree. Without this purgation 
the soul would be wholly unable to experience the satisfaction ofall this 
abundance of spiritual delight. Only one attachment or one particular 
object to which the spirit is actually or habitually bound is enough to 

1 hinder the experience or reception of the delicate and intimate delight
~f the spirit of love that contains eminently in itself all delights. 

2. Because oftheir one attachment to the food and fleshmeat they had 
tasted in Egypt [Ex. 16:3], the children of Israel were unable to get any 
taste from the delicate bread ofangels-the manna of the desert, which, 
as Scripture says, contained all savors and was changed to the taste each 
one desired [Wis. 16:20-21]. Similarly the spirit, still affected by some 
actual or habitual attachment or some particular knowledge or any other 
apprehension, is unable to taste the delights of the spirit offreedom. 

The reason is that the affections, feelings, and apprehensions of the 
perfect spirit, because they are divine, are of another sort and are so 
eminent and so different from the natural that their actual and habitual 
possession demands the annihilation and expulsion of the natural 
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affections and apprehensions; for two contraries cannot coexist in one 
subject. 

Hence, so the soul may pass on to these grandeurs, this dark night of 
con templation must necessarily annihilate it first and undo it in its lowly 
ways by putting it into darkness, dryness, conflict, and emptiness. For the 
. light imparted to the soul is a most lofty divine light that transcends all 
natural light and does not belong naturally to the intellect. 

3. That the intellect reach union with the divine light and become 
divine in the state ofperfection, this dark contemplation must first purge 
and annihilate it of its natural light and bring it actually into obscurity. 
It is fitting that this darkness last as long as is necessary for the expulsion 
and annihilation of the intellect's habi tual way of understanding, which 
was a long time in use, and that divine light and illumination take its 
place. Since that strength of understanding was natural to the intellect, 
the darkness it here suffers is profound, frightful, and extremely painful. 
This darkness seems to be substantial darkness, since it is felt in the deep 
substance of the spirit. 

The affection oflove that is bestowed in the divine union oflove is also 
divine, and consequently very spiritual, subtle, delicate, and interior, 
exceeding every affection and feeling of the will and every appetite. The 
will, as a result, must first be purged and annihilated of all its affections 
and feelings in order to experience and taste, through union oflove, this 
divine affection and delight, which is so sublime and does not naturally 
belong to the will. The soul is left in a dryness and distress proportional 
to its habitual natural affections (whether for divine or human things), 
so that every kind ofdemon may be debilitated, dried up, and tried in the 
fire of this divine contemplation, as when Tobias placed the fish heart in 
the fire [Tb. 6:16-17], and the soul may become pure and simple, with a 
palate purged and healthy and ready to experience the sublime and 
marvelous touches of divine love. After the expulsion of all actual and 
habitual obstacles, it will behold itself transformed in these divine 
touches. 

4. Furthermore, in this union for which the dark night isa preparation, 
the soul in its communion with God must be endowed and filled with a 
certain glorious splendor embodying innumerable delights. These de­
lights surpass all the abundance the soul can possess naturally, for nature, 
so weak and impure, cannot receive these delights, as Isaiah says: Eye has 
not seen, rwr ear heard, nor has it entered any human heart what he has prepared, 
etc. [Is. 64:4]. As a result the soul must first be set in emptiness and 
poverty of spirit and purged of every natural support, consolation, and 
apprehension, earthly and heavenly. Thus empty, it is truly poor in spirit 
and stripped of the old self, and thereby able to live that new and blessed 
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be brought to think that they are far J'emoved from them, and become 
so convinced that no one can persuade them otherwise or make them 
believe anything but that their blessings have come to an end.Jeremiah 
points this out when he says in the passage already cited: I have forgotten 
good things [Lam. 3: 171. 

10. Let us examine now why this light of contemplation, which is So 

gentle and agreeable that there is nothing more to desire and which is the 
same light the soul must be united to and in which it will find all its 
blessings in the desired state of perfection, produces such painful and 
disagreeable effects when in these initial stages it shines upon the soul. 

, , 

11. We can answer this question easily by repeating what we already
3

explained in part: There is nothing in contemplation or the divine 
inflow that of itself can give pain; contemplation rather bestows sweet­
ness and delight, as we shall say afterward. 41'he cause for not experienc­
ing these agreeable effects is the soul's weakness and imperfection at the 
time, its inadequate preparation, and the qualities it possesses that are 
contrary to this light. Because of these the soul has to suffer when the 
divine light shines upon it. 

r 
 CHAPTE'R 10 


[Explains this purgation thoroughly by means ofa comparison.} 

1. For the sake of further clarity in this matter, we ought to note that 
this purgative and loving knowledge, or divine light we are speaking of, 
has the same effect on a soul that fire has on a log of Wood. The soul is 
purged and prepared for union with the divine light just as the wood is 
prepared for transformation into the fire. Fire, when applied to wood, 
first dehumidifies it, dispelling all moisture and making it give off any 
water it contains. Then it graduaIly turns the wood black, makes it dark 
and ugly, and even causes it to emit a bad odor. By drying out the wood, 
the fire brings to light and expels all those ugly and dark accidents that 
are contrary to fire. Finally, by heating and enkindling it from without, 
the fire transforms the wood into itself and makes it as beautiful as it is 
itself. Once transformed, the wood no longer has any activity or passivity 
ofits OWn,except for its weight and its quantity that isdenserthan the fire. 
It possesses the properties and performs the actions of fire: It is dry and 
it dries; it is hot and itgives offheat; it is brilliant and it illumines; it is also 

3. In ch. 5. 

4. This promise indicatesjohn's plan to comment on the entire poem, the final 
stanzas ofwhich refer to union. But the work is unfinished. 
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lighter in weight than before. It is the fire that produces all these 
,:..._~.....,rt;..." in the wood. I 

2. Similarly, we should philosophize about this divine, loving fire of 
contemplation. Before transforming the soul, it purges it of all contrary 

'qualities. It produces blackness and darkness and brings to the fore the 
ug1iness; thus one seems worse than before and unsightly and 

- L--;nable. This divine purge stirs up all the foul and vicious humors of 
the soul was never before aware; never did it realize there was so 

much evil in itself, since these humors were so deeply rooted. And now 
.. 	 that they may be expelled and annihilated they are brought to light and 
seen clearly through the illumination of this dark ligh t ofdivine contem­
plation. Although the soul is no worse than before, either in itself or in 
its relationship with God, it feels clearly that it is so bad as to be not only 
unworthy that God see it but deserving of his abhorrence. In fact. it feels 
that God now does abhor it. This comparison illustrates many of the I 
things we have been saying and will say. ---J 

3. First, we can understand that the very loving light and wisdom into 

which the soul will be transformed is what in the beginning purges and 

prepares it,just as the fire that transforms the wood by incorporating it 

into itself is what first prepares it for this transformation. 


4. Second, we discern that the experience of these sufferings does not 

derive from this wisdom-for as the Wise Man says: All good things come to 

the soul together with her [Wis. 7:11]-but from the soul's own weakness and 

imperfection. Without this purgation it cannot receive the divine light, 

sweetness, and delight ofwisdom,just as the log ofwood until prepared 

cannot be transformed by the fire that is applied to it. And this is why the 

soul suffers so intensely. Ecclesiasticus confirms our assertion by telling 

what he suffered in order to be united with wisdom and enjoy it: My soul 

wrestled for her, and my entrails were disturbed in acquiring her; therefore shall I 

possess a good possession [Ecclus. 51 :25,29]. 


5. Third, we can infer the manner in which souls suffer in purgatory. 

The fire, when applied, would be powerless over them if they did not have 

imperfections from which to suffer. These imperfections are the fuel that 

catches on fire, and once they are gone there is nothing left to burn. So 

it is here on earth; when the imperfections are gone, the soul's suffering 

terminates, and joy remains. 


1. This simile effectively describes the whole spiritual life in reference to God's 
action in the soul, especially as presented in the Night and the Living Flame. Cf. 
Fl. Pro. 3: 1. 3-4, 19. 22-23,25.33; also A. 1. 11. 6; A. 2. 8.2. 
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