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“Walking the First Steps of His Camino with John of the Cross –  

An Exploration of the Dark Night of Sense” 
 

Robert Druecker 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 

John outlines a road, or camino, which one could walk who is seeking to arrive at union with 

God, insofar as it is possible in our present life. According to John what is possible in this life is a union of 

my powers and faculties with God, but not a permanent one (AMC II.5.2). The camino is known as the 

Dark Night of the Soul. It has two major aspects—the Dark Night of Sense and the Dark Night of Spirit. 

This lecture deals with the first of these. 

 According to John a verse from one of the Psalms (46:10) is saying to us: “Learn to be empty of 

all things, that is, both internally and externally, and you will see how (cómo) I am God” (AMC II.15.5). 

External things are things the soul experiences through its senses, feelings, and imagination. As the soul 

moves into this first dark night, it actively works at releasing its hold on all particular things. Then at 

some point, it notices that, independently of its wishes and efforts, it is being led away from its efforts 

to let go into an experiencing of its tight grip gradually turning into a relaxed open hand. The soul is then 

entering the passive dark night of sense. It begins to experience God as flowing into it. Correlated with 

this sensed inflowing is the soul’s awakening to ways in which God is manifesting his divinity in the 

world.  

 The lecture will be in four sections, with a conclusion. For the most part I’ll be taking you along 

with me as I begin walking the camino. 

 

Section I: THE STRIPPING OF OUR ATTACHMENT TO THE SENSES 
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 In the active dark night of sense, we “strip” ourselves of our attachment to the senses. John uses 

the following analogy, in order to clarify the meaning of this stripping: 

AS night deprives the eyes’ sight of the light which allows visibles to be seen by it, SO 
the dark night deprives the senses’ apetito of the savor, or liking, which allows things to attract it 
(based on AMC I.3.1&4). 

 

John’s word apetito here means something like our word “dependency,” as in a drug dependency, or 

“addiction” – an immoderate desire for something.1 

 According to the analogy, my soul still has things, but is empty of them, in the sense that it is not  

preoccupied with them. As John puts it: “Although it is true that the soul cannot help hearing and seeing 

and smelling and tasting and touching, this is of no greater import, nor …, is [the soul] hindered more 

than if it saw it not, heard it not, etc.” (AMC I.3.4). When the light of my preferred flavors is turned off, 

my personal preferences for and concerns with things are deactivated. I now use things simply for their 

practical value and to satisfy my true needs.   

By being detached from my preferences and likings, I don’t fill my soul with images or memories 

of things, with hopes and wishes for them, with plans to get them, and so on. The reason, the inner 

logic, for turning off the light is precisely in order that my soul not become already filled up. For then 

there would be no “room,” no “space,” for my soul to become filled with G’s “light” in becoming 

enlightened (AMC I.4.1). 

The way it works is that if I’m not occupying myself with enjoying and pursuing particular things, 

then I’ll be filled with “food” that will allow me to taste “all” things. (AMC I.5.4), in a newly experienced 

state, called “loving awareness” (AMC I.5.7). For dependencies and enlightenment are contraries, as are 

closing tightly and opening loosely. The dependency orients me toward what is finite, determinate, 

particular, limited, thing-like, creat-ed, being (ens, that which is) (AMC I.4.2). This orientation makes it 

 
1 John of the Cross: Selected Writings, ed. Kieran Kavanaugh, O.C.D. (New York: Paulist Press, 1987), p. 61, and San Juan de la Cruz, Obra 
completa, I, ed. Luce López-Baralt and Eulogio Pacho (Madrid: Alianza Editorial, S.A., 1991), pp. 125-26. 
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difficult for me to become transformed into what is in-finite, in-determinate, general, un-limited, no-

thing, creat-ing, act of be-ing, of “is-ing,” (esse = ser, the is of that which is)—as I must if I am to realize 

union with God (AMC I.4.3). 

So, dependencies lead me, ineluctably, to turn toward the creaturely and, simultaneously, to 

turn away from the creative (AMC I.12.3). John says that when you turn toward some thing you stop 

“casting yourself on the all.” Moreover, if you are to hold the all, you have to hold it without wanting 

anything (AMC II.13.12). Thus, the deadening of my preferential likings allows me eventually to turn 

toward “the all” and to do so without wanting to get something out of it. 

Note that it is not the particular characteristics of the thing or of the liking that are relevant 

here. Even likings for religious and devotional activities and objects can bind me to and fill my soul with 

determinate, particular things, in the same way (AMC I.5.2). 

The way John sees it, there is a deepening sequence of involvements—from savoring and liking 

(gustar) to tasting and knowing (saber can mean both at once), from there to possessing (poseer), and, 

finally, to being (ser) (AMC II.13.11)—so that the light of gusto comes to anchor me—my understanding, 

my sense of self, and my will—in being like the creaturely (AMC I.4.2). 

 
Section II: THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION ON TYPES OF UNION 

In order to help us better understand the background for the contraries of closing and opening 

or of emptying and filling, John shares a theological reflection on union with God. There are two major 

sorts of union. One is the substantial union of God’s dwelling in each creature. This union is always 

there. The other is a union-by-likeness of the soul with God, a union that arises through a transformation 

of the soul. This second union is there only when there is a likeness of love, that is, when God’s and the 

soul’s wills are “con-form in one,” when the soul is transformed into God through love (AMC II.5.3).  

There are two varieties of the second union, first, a union with respect to my acts of will and, 

second, a union with respect to my habitual disposition of will. Union-by-likeness-of-act and union-by-
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likeness-of-disposition are the two versions of the second type of union. Hence, in order to live one or 

the other kind of the second union, I must strip myself of my creature-focused acts or dispositions of 

understanding, liking, sensing, and willing (AMC II.5.4). 

What continues throughout is an ongoing sense of the substantial union, one which does not, 

however, become thematic for me, one which I do not consciously register. It, nevertheless, contributes 

to motivating my entry onto the camino. Then as I go on walking, my recognition of the substantial 

union grows. 

John uses another light analogy in order to illustrate this theological reflection. A smudgy and 

dirty window on which the sun is shining appears dark, as we look through it; the sun lights it up only 

fairly dimly. A clean and pure window on which the sun is shining, on the other hand, appears bright, 

completely illuminated by the sun. In this second case the ray of light will transform and en-lighten the 

window, so that, according to John, the latter will “appear to be the same ray and will give the same 

light as the ray,” even though its nature is other than that of the ray. John says that the window is light 

“by participation.” The soul is the window; the light is the divine “light of God’s esse (ser),” God’s act of 

be-ing, or “is-ing,”2 which is always “shining” on the creature (AMC II.5.6).  

Perhaps we might say that substantial union refers to God’s dwelling in, lighting up, or is-ing 

forth, the creature in each instant. Then when my soul becomes cleansed, it is able to become aware of 

this indwelling, of God’s continual creating of me; and, simultaneously, it can allow this creative activity 

to show itself clearly in the world.   

 
Section III: FOUR SHIFTS IN THE WAY OF LIVING A SPIRITUAL LIFE 

 John introduces the word modo, in order to refer to the way I am walking along the 

camino, or, more broadly, the way one is living one’s spiritual life. My mode includes my ways of 

 
2 In many languages other than English, the form of the word itself shows whether it is referring to a being, a thing which is, or to an act of be-
ing, of “is-ing”—for instance, ὂν : εἶναι :: ens : esse :: étant : être :: Seiendes : Sein. In these cases one can immediately see whether the referent 
is the “is-ing one,” the “is-er,” on the one hand, or its “is-ing,” on the other. 
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apprehending, feeling, liking, enjoying, sensing, acting, responding, etc., my “how,” as I am walking. 

Many religious people think that the modo appropriate to the camino is just any kind of self-reformation 

or withdrawal from the world. But what they are actually seeking subconsciously is, according to John, 

to have a feeling of delightful communication with God and of consolations from God. They are, in fact, 

pursuing themselves in God, rather than searching in God in himself (AMC II.7.5). But John tells us that 

as I walk I will not only eventually leave behind my beginner’s ways but will also abandon every such 

personal mode, or way, as I come to “possess all modes,” when I “pass beyond the limits of my nature.” 

Only if I accomplish this, will I become able to “enter what has no mode,” namely, God (AMC II.4.5). 

John focuses on at least four prominent ways in which I may be living the devotional life as a 

beginner—I rely on my faculty of imagination; I center my practice on discursive meditation; I make an 

effort to keep on working hard, in order to make progress along the spiritual path; and, finally, I relate 

myself to God in a way that reflects my earlier relation to my parents and significant others. I, as 

beginner, am expected, at some point on the camino, to notice the indications that I need to move on 

and to leave behind these four ways of practicing my religious life. If I follow through and do so, I’ll 

change from being a beginner to being a proficient, in John’s vocabulary. This shift will coincide with my 

transitioning out of the active Dark Night of Sense into the passive Dark Night of Sense. 

 

It is important to note that for John “the imaginative faculty and the fantasy” are each an 

“internal bodily sense” (AMC II.12.1). They are the primary senses that are active in meditation. For in 

John’s vocabulary, meditation is “a discursive act through the medium of images, forms and figures, 

made up and imagined by” the imagination and fantasy. It is discursive in that it involves a mental 

running about (dis-cursus), going from one religious image or devotional object to another (AMC II.13.4). 
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In discursive meditation, for instance, I may imagine and meditate on “Christ crucified” or “God 

seated on a throne.” In doing so I wish to become inspired by thoughts and feelings that may arise in 

response to that object (AMC II.12.3). In The Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius of Loyola,3 we read: 

 
FIRST EXERCISE …. seeing the place. Here it is to be noted that, in a visible contemplation or meditation—as, for 
instance, when one contemplates Christ our Lord, Who is visible—the composition will be to see with the sight of 
the imagination the corporeal place where the thing is found which I want to contemplate…, as for instance, a 
Temple or Mountain…. 

 
John’s directive, though, is that “the soul will have to empty itself of these images.” For it can 

fantasize or imagine only what it has previously sensed through the external senses, namely, created 

things. But created things “can have no proportion to God’s esse (ser)” (AMC II.12.4). That is, meditating 

and imagining ultimately orient me toward and preserve my similarity to what is limited, particular, 

determinate, and creat-ed—even though it is true that, at first, they had motivated me to step onto the 

camino (AMC II.12.5). 

I may be engaging in devotional work with my imagination when I am meditating discursively. 

Or, alternatively, I may perform a daily ritual or recite particular prayers, such as saying the rosary. In 

these ways, too, I am working at generating the proper emotions and motivations for leading me to turn 

to God more often and to deepen my love for God. Although I see myself as working, in these ways, to 

gain “spiritual sustenance,” John tells me that such nourishment “does not consist in working (trabajar)” 

of any sort.  At this stage I am not being “fed” through imagining, meditating, reciting prayers, or doing 

spiritual reading. I must rather “allow the soul to be in quietude and repose” (AMC II.12.6).  

Unbeknownst to me an opposition has arisen between what I think I’m doing and desire to be 

doing, on the one hand, and what I am actually doing, on the other. For it turns out that even my initial 

project of stripping away my preferences and likings (DN I.7.5)—or, in fact, any aspirations, or efforts 

 
3 Trl. Fr. Elder Mullan, S.J. (NY: P.J. KENEDY & SONS, 1914), trl. modified; [45] - [47], italics added. 
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(pretensiones), to please God or to have a more intense sense of God—is actually distracting and 

drawing my soul away “from the peaceful stillness and sweet ease” (DN I.10.4). 

A beginner who once or twice lets herself go and rests in such inner calm often reacts by forcing 

herself to get back to work on the devotional project. In John’s view this betrays a misunderstanding of 

her current location on the camino. Because she has not made the shift of modes, she thinks that in not 

meditating she is being idle and lazy (AMC II.12.7). She may subconsciously have what has been called “a 

gaining idea,”4 an egoistic expectation of spiritual gain. She thinks she is here and God is there, and she 

is making an effort to get there. Her sense that she was getting closer to gaining the sought-after 

closeness to God used to give her emotional support (arrimo). But, now, when her devotional life has 

lost its “juice” (DN I.7.5), she feels negligent or sinful (DN I.9.6; 10.4 & 2). She thinks, If I don’t feel I’m 

working, that must mean I’m not doing anything at all (DN I.10.1).   

 However, in my enjoyment of the new state of “stillness and idleness, or ease (ocio) (DN I.10.1), 

I may, instead, feel that there is no progress for me to make. I may gradually realize that if I let go of my 

sense of myself as the doer, gave up caring (descuidado) about any inner or outer works, and stopped 

“trying to do anything” (DN I.9.6), then I would be where I thought I was heading. 

The shift in modes to which the beginners are being invited at this point is the major shift from 

the active dark night of sense to the passive dark night of sense. In the latter, John says, “their faculties 

are at rest and do not work (obrar) actively but rather passively, by receiving what God is working (obra) 

in them” (AMC II.12.8). The difference is like that between continuing to labor at the work (obrando) of 

 
4 S. Suzuki, in Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind (NY: Weatherhill, Inc., 1973), p. 41: “We say our practice should be without gaining ideas, without 
any expectations, even of enlightenment. This does not mean, however, just to sit without any purpose. This practice free from gaining ideas is 
based on the Prajñā Pāramitā Sūtra. However, if you are not careful the sutra itself will give you a gaining idea. It says, "Form is emptiness and 
emptiness is form." But if you attach to that statement, you are liable to be involved in dualistic ideas: here is you, form, and here is emptiness, 
which you are trying to realize through your form. So ‘form is emptiness, and emptiness is form’ is still dualistic. But fortunately, our teaching 
goes on to say, ‘Form is form and emptiness is emptiness.’ Here there is no dualism. When you find it difficult to stop your mind while you are 
sitting and when you are still trying to stop your mind, this is the stage of "form is emptiness and emptiness is form." But while you are practicing 
in this dualistic way, more and more you will have oneness with your goal.” 
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walking the camino, on the one hand, and enjoying (gozar) that walking as a resting in the end-state, on 

the other (AMC II.14.7). 

John points to three “signs” that I am now being invited to accept and experience this major 

shift. One is that, to quote a song by the Rolling Stones, from a while back, 

I can't get no satisfaction 
'Cause I try and I try and I try and I try. 
 

Precisely because I continue in my mode of trying, I find that I no longer feel satisfied after engaging in 

my activities of fantasy and imagination and of discursive meditation. A second sign I notice is that I 

even feel disinclined to take them up again. The third sign is that I now actually like to remain alone in 

inner peace (AMC II.13.2-.4). My familiar devotional life has become “arid.” I experience life-giving water 

only when I am at rest, not at work, not meditating, not imagining. 

John highlights typical reactions that beginners may have when their familiar devotional modes 

become “tasteless” to them. Some may become irritable and peevish, like a spoiled child; others may 

blame themselves for the loss of taste and feel angry at themselves; yet others may “kill themselves,” 

figuratively, by performing physical penances (DN I.5.1 & .3; 6.1). 

When I consider what I now prefer and compare it with what I used to like to do, I notice 

something very interesting. Remaining in inner peace is something I cannot do, or, rather, something I 

can do only by not doing (wéi wú wéi 為無為, Dao De Jing 63). I can enjoy it only if I don’t seek to enjoy 

it. As John says: “It is like the air which escapes as soon as one wants to grasp it in one’s fist” (DN I.9.6). 

If I want to do anything on my own, I will only end up blocking the refreshing idleness (DN I.10.5). If I 

come to notice what John says is there in my experience, I may vaguely sense that instead of having to 

work to attain my goal I am already there. 

 According to John all the changes in mode are the result of God’s taking my soul out of the state 

of beginner and placing it in that of proficient, making me a “contemplative,” instead of a meditator (DN 

I.1.1). 
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John proposes an analogy that can serve to characterize all four modes, and especially the last 

one, which we’ll look at now. The beginner’s sense of self-in-relation-to-God has been like that of an 

infant in relation to its loving mother. She “warms her infant with the heat of her breasts, nurses it with 

good milk and tender food, and carries and caresses it in her arms” (DN I.1.2). 

Based on its experience the infant has formed a complex of feelings, attitudes, dispositions, 

images, memories, behaviors, etc., in relation to its mother. We shall borrow a term from Carl Jung and 

call such a complex an imago. Then we could say that the infant had formed—and was still forming—its 

Mom-imago. In going beyond John’s analogy, we might introduce a parallel Dad-imago, a voice of 

authority, forbidding and judging, punishing and rewarding. According to Jung, even much later in adult 

life, when the parents are dead, the individual still experiences them as powerfully present in their 

imagos, “as important as if they were still alive.” His or her “love, admiration, resistance, hatred, and 

rebelliousness still cling” to those imagos, which often bear little resemblance to the way the parents 

actually were, so transfigured are they “by affection or distorted by envy.”5 

 My beginner’s religious experience of God has been characterized not only by feeling comforted 

and nurtured, giving rise to an analogue of the Mom-imago, but also by feelings of prohibitions, of 

rewards, of reprimands, and of forgiveness, generating an analogue of the Dad-imago. My complex 

sense of who-God-is-in-relation-to-who-I-am will be referred to as my God-imago.  

As is the case with Jung’s parental imagos, my God-imago is not limited to a visual image or to a 

representation or concept of God, but includes the emotions I feel and the memories and attitudes I 

have developed in relation to God. From the cradle on I have been unwittingly fashioning this God-

imago from strong feelings, attitudes, and meanings, originally called forth in me by my everyday 

exchanges with my parents, and other family members, neighborhood and school friends, and so on. 

 
5 C. G. Jung, Jung Contra Freud: The 1912 Lectures on the Theory of Psychoanalysis, trl. R.F.C. Hull (Princeton University Press, 1961), p. 52. 
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These real and fantasized interactions have made their contributions to my God-imago. I, as beginner, 

have come to sense God as a living entity whose experienced “communications” to me I interpret as 

they show up my thoughts and feelings and in the events of my life.6 

At the beginning of the camino, my initial love of God was needed in order for me to become 

capable of taking the initial steps of working at stripping my dependencies of the liking for sensory and 

temporal things (AMC II.7.2; 14.2). But the feeling of God’s presence led me to relate to God as to an 

actual individual entity (ens), though an invisible, non-worldly one. This, in turn, led me to desire 

consolations and rewards or to fear reprimands and punishments from the “God” that I’d projected. I 

tried to “manage” my relation to God in a transactive way. But the God-imago to which I have oriented 

myself cannot be similar to or proportionate to God (AMC II.4.3). For no creature bears a likeness to 

God’s esse (ser), although there are “traces” of God in creatures (AMC II.8.3). 

For this reason John’s analogy implies that a shift away from my God-imago is needed. He 

depicts it as follows:  

As the infant grows bigger, the mother gradually takes away the pleasure of her caress, and, hiding her gentle, 
delicate love, puts bitter aloe juice on the sweet breast, and putting the infant down from her arms, makes it walk 
on its own feet, so that, by losing the attributes of an infant, it may give itself to more important and substantial 
things (DN I.1.2; cf. 1 Cor 13:11).   

 
Just as the mother’s weaning induces the infant to alter its Mom-imago, so does God’s intervention of 

“weaning” bring on the new experience of distaste and aridity. I hear this tastelessness as a “call” to set 

aside my old God-imago, which accompanied my previous devotional practices. Now I leave behind i) 

feelings of dejection when God seems no longer to be consoling me, ii) concerns to obey God by 

 
6 This understanding of the formation of the child’s God-imago follows the view of Ana Maria Rizzuto, first presented in “Critique of the 
Contemporary Literature in the Scientific Study of Religion” at the Annual Meeting of the Society for the Scientific Study of Religion (1970). 
“God-imago” is used above instead of her term “image of God.” Rizzuto says she introduced her notion of the image of God, in order to 
distinguish it from the philosophical-theological concept of God. In contrast to the image of God, “the concept of God comes to us through 
whatever teachings, readings, liturgies, etc. have been presented to us.” “Although concept and image may converge in some respects, they 
may also diverge significantly in others.” Rizzuto later expanded her account in the book The Birth of the Living God: A Psychoanalytic Study 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981). 
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following spiritual maxims, or iii) feelings of closeness from meditating on my favorite religious images 

(DN I.3.1). 

In walking on its own feet, my soul reorients itself away from looking off to its God-imago, as 

Comforting, Prohibiting, Rewarding Parent. Instead, it becomes sensitive and responsive to the way in 

which it is now taking each step on the camino on which it is walking. What I used to feel as the 

disobedience of prohibitions I now re-experience as a barrier to beginning to live a life beyond the 

natural. 

Ideally my soul soon comes to realize that its previous mode was motivated by “fondness for 

itself and for all things” (DN I.Exposit.1). It senses that, at bottom, as John puts it, it wanted God to want 

what it wanted. So, what it did not enjoy was not God’s will and what it liked was God’s will. It was 

measuring God by itself (DN I.7.3). Now God is weaning it “from the breasts of all these enjoyments and 

likings” (D I.7.5), and from its God-imago in toto. 

 
 

Section IV: INTO WHAT DO THE FOUR CHANGES OF MODO SHIFT? 

 Having considered the four modes out of which I, as beginner, need to pass, in order to become 

a proficient and to enter the passive dark night, we now look at the into-which. There is a single mode 

into which God is leading my beginner’s soul. That one mode has been referred to above as the inner 

peace of contemplative, loving awareness. 

 John writes that the state of contemplation is one of “attention,” of “awareness (noticia)”7 

which is, first of all, “general …, without particular intellectual insights (intelligencias) and without 

 
7 When speaking about contemplation, John of the Cross doesn’t regularly use the ordinary words (conocimiento, conocer, saber) that are 
translated as “knowledge” or “know.” Instead, he uses a word, noticia, which is the Spanish translation of the Latin notitia, derived from a verb 
meaning become or be acquainted or familiar with, be aware of. He seems to have in mind the sense in which Augustine notitia in his 
Confessions.  

Augustine first used the verb in Book VII.x.16 in reference to an experience in which he entered into what is innermost (intima) in 
him and “by some sort of eye of [his] soul … saw … unchangeable Light.” He then says: “One who has become aware of (novit) the truth has 
become aware of this Light, and one who has become aware of this Light has become aware of eternity. Love has become aware of this Light.” 
Eternity is not the sort of “thing” of which we can acquire knowledge, whether cognoscentia or scientia. But, as least briefly, he and his mother 
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understanding (entender) what [the attention and general awareness is] about,” and, second, “amorous 

and tender (amorosa)” (AMC II.13.4).  

It is general not in the usual, conceptual sense, according to which a genus is more general than a 

species. Or it is not that I’ve turned from imagining this or that individual devotional image on my wall to 

recognizing a group of them as particular instances of a certain kind of religious object.8 Rather when my 

mind is not focused on objects, either sensory or conceptual, it is turned toward “the all,” in a state of 

“clear and simple” awareness.  

Contemplation might be experienced as “amorous and tender” in being like a look of warmth and 

mutual understanding between two friends, in contrast to an objectifying gaze. It would be analogous to 

an affectionate caress, as opposed to a medical palpation.9 An artist recognized her periods of amorous 

awareness, when,  

by the way in which one looked at a thing, it was possible to bring about an intense feeling for and belief in its 
living reality. … a complete transfiguration of the common sense, expedient view where … people and things 
existed mainly in terms of their usefulness; it brought a change to a world of living essences … offering a source of 
delight simply through the fact of being themselves. In short, it was a transfiguration comparable in a small way 
to the transfiguration of falling in love.10 

 
My amorous and tender awareness, then, would be “a transformation of the world,”11 in which I 

experience people and things as more alive and more real, in the way a lover or an artist does. 

 
became aware of, or “touched,” “the Wisdom by which all things were made,” which is “eternal” (IX.x.24). Thus, our experiencing eternity 
much more like touching than grasping or grabbing, as in conceptual knowledge.   

Later in Book X (xix.28 – xxiii.23) he uses both verb and noun in conjunction with his desire to come in contact with God and to 
remain attached to Him. He realized that in order to pursue that desire he had “to pass beyond memory” (xvii.26), to awareness.   

Here Augustine used notitia to refer to awareness of the following things:  
 1) of the blissful life, which he was seeking, in seeking God, and which all human beings want: “Where have they become aware of 
(noverunt) it? … I don’t know how they became aware of it and so have it in I-know-not-what notitia.” 
 2) of numbers, which human beings have in a different kind of notitia, than that of the blissful life. 
 3) of eloquence, which even some who were never eloquent wished, from an inner notitia, to have, when they happened to 
experience others being eloquent. 
 4) of joy, the notitia of which stuck so fast in his memory that he could be mindful of it, even when he was sad. All human beings 
have had an experience of joy, and that’s what they call the blissful life.  It is the notitia of that which they have in mind, when they want the 
blissful life. 

The above examples suggest that John of the Cross may be using noticia to refer to a preconceptual, undifferentiated sort of 
familiarity, an awareness that is obscure in that sense.   
8 Here John is not using “general” to refer to knowledge by concepts—as in “the concept of body includes heaviness”—as opposed to 
particulars known by perception—for instance, “this book is heavy.” 
9 The two examples in this sentence come from Erwin Straus, who offers a wonderful discussion of the contrast between detached and involved 
awareness in Vom Sinn der Sinne (Berlin: Springer-Verlag, 1956), pp. 329-350. 
10 M. Milner (Joanna Field), On Not Being Able to Paint (Madison, CN: International Universities Press, 1957), p. 21, italics added. 
11 This is how J.-P. Sartre characterizes the way emotions alter our experiencing of the world. See his The Emotions: Outline of a Theory (NY: The 
Philosophical Library, 1948), pp. 52-58. 
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Moreover, in the state of contemplation, I do not experience an object of consciousness, do not 

encounter anything as if it were standing opposite to me, the subject of consciousness. Contemplation is 

“pure” in the sense that it is “pure of object-plus-subject.” My awareness is one with that of which there 

is awareness, in a unity out of which both subject and object subsequently emerge. As a state of mind 

without “yet a subject or an object,” it is prior to the correlation of subject with object:12 “The moment 

of seeing a color or hearing a sound … is prior not only to the thought that the color or sound is the 

effect of an external object or that one is sensing it, but also [prior] to the judgment of what the color or 

sound might be.”13 In this sense contemplation would be an immediate experience.14 

 At the very beginning of each moment of awareness,  

there is a fleeting instant of pure awareness just before you conceptualize the thing, before you identify it…. It is 
that flashing split second just as you focus your eyes on the thing, just as you focus your mind on the thing, just 
before you objectify it, … and segregate it from the rest of existence…. just before you start thinking about it—
before your mind says, “Oh, it’s a dog.”   

 
Instead of focusing on what I perceive, imagine, or think, in order to cognize it, label it, and think about 

it, in contemplation I “experience a thing as an un-thing … experience a softly flowing [instant] of pure 

experience that is interlocked with the rest of reality.”15 Understood in this sense contemplation can be 

seen to open me to what is in-finite, in-determinate, un-limited, un-thing, and, thereby, to prepare me 

for selfaware union with the divine creating, God’s esse, or is-ing, as was stated in Section I. 

 
CONCLUSION 
 

My soul is “holding” its “direction-toward (advertencia) God together with [its] loving God.” 

John analogizes this holding-together to my holding my eyes open, in order to allow the light “to be 

communicated passively” to me, just as God “is being communicated passively to the soul.” This “divine 

 
12 William James, Essays in Radical Empiricism and A Pluralistic Universe, “DOES 'CONSCIOUSNESS' EXIST?”  (New York: E.P. Dutton & Co., 1971), 
p.5. Also: “The relation itself is a part of pure experience; one of its 'terms' becomes the subject…, the other becomes the object.” 
13 NISHIDA Kitaro, An Inquiry into the Good, tr. M. Abe and C. Ives, modified (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990), pp. 3-4; italics added. 
14  Such selfawareness is not to be confused with self-consciousness—the reflective I think which “must be able to accompany all my 
presentations” (Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, B132)—in which pure contemplation first splits into subject and object. “Selfawareness” is an 
attempt to translate into English Sartre’s “conscience (de) soi,” which he uses to refer to the pre-reflective I think. See his “L'Être et le Néant: 
Essai d’ontologie phénoménologique (Paris : Éditions Gallimard, 1943), p. 20. 
15 Bhante Henepola Gunaratana, Mindfulness in Plain English (Somerville, MA: Wisdom Publications, 2011), p. 132; italics added. One way to 
sense what this instant of pure experience is like would be to compare “what you see with your peripheral vision as opposed to the hard focus 
of normal or central vision” (p. 132).  
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light” “is being poured” into my soul (se le infunde), in a way beyond the natural (AMC II.15.2-3). 

Thereby my will “is changed into life of divine love” (LFL 2.34). Now my soul experiences what God 

stated in the Psalm referred to in the introduction: “you will see how (cómo) I am God” (AMC II.15.5). 

My soul sees how God is God in seeing the world in a fresh way, beyond the natural. 

In order to convey how God is God, John (LFL 4.6) turns to the depiction of Wisdom in the Book 

of Wisdom (7:24-27): “‘Wisdom is more mobile than all movable things’ … because she is the origination 

and root of all movement; and … ‘remaining within herself stable and permanent, she makes all things 

new (innova; καινίζει).’” He says that this means that “Wisdom is more active than all active things.” In 

this movement, according to John, my soul is the moved. It has been “awakened from the dream of 

natural vison to vision beyond the natural.” From its new perspective—from which it is seeing how God 

is God, how Wisdom is Wisdom—it has the loving, general awareness (noticia) of that stable divine life 

as originating and as making all things new, each instant. Each instant it experiences creatures’ 

movements as being in tune (armonía) with God’s moving (LFL 4.6), as emanating from “God’s being-at-

work (ἐνεργείας)” (Wis 7:26).     

 
Key to Abbreviations 

 
 AMC – Ascent of Mount Carmel 

DN – Dark Night  
LFL – Living Flame of Love 


