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The monastic life is a life of prayer and fasting, of work and love, of reading and 

obedience, of humility and silence. It is lived in the solitude of the desert, far removed 

from the world and its distractions, noise, and temptations, in answer to a call from God 

to live for him alone, with all the love of our heart. One may live this way in solitude or 

in a silent community of solitaries. One lives this way in order to purify the five senses 

and the three faculties of the spirit (the intellect, the memory [including the imagination], 

and the will) from the pleasures of the world, to the degree that this is possible in this life. 

This is done to become freed from the passions, so that we might arrive at a new, 

profound, experienced, peaceful state of union with God. It normally takes years of 

ascetical living to become sufficiently purified to arrive at this new stable state of peace 

and light in which we reflect the glory and love of God upon the world, thus raising the 

general spiritual level of all, loving our neighbor as ourselves (Mk 12:31). 

On the way to this new state of light and peace—and while in it—we may begin 

at some point to experience what St. Teresa of Avila calls the “prayer of union,” a 

profound experience of light and love, of short duration, in which the senses and faculties 

are suspended. It is a state that resembles sleep, but is not sleep, and during it we 

experience, in the darkness and unknowing of our intellect, the dazzling light of God. 

This light fills our whole being, illuminating us from within with divinity, satiating us 

with the love of God.  

When we come to our normal senses again, we are convinced that we were one 

with God but do not know what happened to us or how it came about. We do know, 

though, that it was not our own insights or meditations that put us into that state of union, 

because we were not meditating on anything when we went into it; rather, it was caused 

by a revelation and visitation of God, which came over us and submerged us in divine 

light and love. This is wordless, thoughtless, imageless prayer—apophatic prayer, as we 

sometimes call it—although we may use an ejaculation, such as the Jesus prayer, 

constantly repeated, to prepare ourselves to enter into this prayer of union, for the 

ejaculation reduces distractions and focuses us on God. 

This prayer of union, or apophatic prayer (meaning “without words”), begins to 

be more and more regularly experienced as we continue to live an ascetical life, purifying 

ourselves of our passions by denying ourselves worldly pleasures, which feed the 

passions, desires, and appetites, keeping them alive in us. This apophatic prayer helps us 
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and motivates us to live still more ascetically; for we understand that it was our ascetical 

living that prepared us to be able to perceive and experience this prayer of union, which 

has now become more important to us than anything else in the world.  

Therefore, while ascetical living disposed us to experience the prayer of union in 

the first place, the prayer of union now motivates us to continue living ascetically in the 

future in order to experience this prayer more often. Thus the prayer of union helps us to 

free ourselves from our passions by motivating us to deprive ourselves of the worldly 

pleasures that feed the passions and keep them alive in us. 

We thus continue growing spiritually until we reach the goal, which is a new 

stable state of tranquility, peace, and love. It resembles marriage in its stability and 

intimate joy and fruition, and St. John of the Cross calls it mystical marriage. In this final 

state, for having deprived ourselves of the pleasures of this world, we are rewarded with 

the deepest gifts of light, love, and peace. 

We do not always experience this peace, love, and light to the same degree. In 

fact, most of the time it is barely perceptible, but we know that it is there, and we are 

happy and deeply at peace because of it (The Living Flame of Love 4.14.4). But then 

there are many times when this peace and light awaken within us and become very 

intense for many hours, for a whole morning, or a whole day, or even for several days 

without interruption. And then, afterward, it is as though it falls gently back to sleep 

again within us, and we remain consoled by its gentle, loving, sleeping presence (Flame 

4.14.4). 

The monastic life is set up to provide an optimal setting within which we can 

follow this trajectory and live a deeply spiritual life. We begin by living ascetically, and 

eventually we move into mystical experience. Yet we never abandon our ascetical living, 

for if we do, our passions will reawaken, and we will go backward. We begin by living in 

silence and solitude—although not total silence and solitude—and by guarding all our 

senses, depriving them of their pleasurable objects, especially the senses of taste, sight, 

and hearing.  

We eat the plainest, simplest food to mortify our sense of taste from pleasure. In 

the days of St. Bernard, for example, his monks ate food seasoned only with salt, nothing 

fried, no meat, and nothing made of white flour, not even white bread, which gives 

greater pleasure at the expense of nutrition. They ate only whole grains and no delicacies 

(see his First Letter #11–12; 20). They also ate only one meal a day for six months of the 

year, never eating anything before noon and only eating in the evening from Easter until 

September 14. In the times and places of greatest monastic fervor, we find many 

examples of this sort.  

Monks mortify their sight by living within a cloister and by practicing strict 

custody of the eyes while in choir in the church. They do not usually even see the guests, 

who remain in the guesthouse. They also mortify sight, hearing, and taste by remaining 

within the cloister and not taking trips, except to the doctor, and not going out to eat in 

restaurants. Finally they mortify their sense of hearing by not listening to the radio, 

television, or secular music. 

In time, we will become purified, not only in our five senses, but also in the three 

faculties of our spirit (intellect, memory, and will), so that the desire for the pleasures 

which we deprive our senses of gradually dries up within us, and we less and less think of 

them (the intellect), remember or imagine them (the memory, including the imagination), 
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or long for them (the will). The more purified we become from the pleasures of the 

world, the more we are freed from our passions, which become increasingly dormant 

within us. If we stop living ascetically, they will reawaken. Hence ascetical living is 

constantly practiced for the whole of life. 

This is our part. At the same time, God is also acting within us, doing his part; 

and when he sees us renouncing the pleasures of the world and seeking him in prayer, he 

steps in and helps us, further drying up our passions. One of the ways he does this is by 

allowing us to feel guilty for not living ascetically, when at times we fall into 

imperfections—for example, breaking silence, or communicating at times or in places of 

silence with signs or gestures, or not guarding our sight (looking at the bulletin board 

during the time of the great monastic silence during the night, etc.). 

These times of guilt feelings are something new to us. In our former life, we never 

felt guilty or depressed about such things. That is because we were not yet living 

ascetically, and God was not yet doing his part to help dry up our passions. Now, 

however, everything is different. Once we begin to actively purify our senses and spirit, 

God also begins to purify them.  

The active purifications are what we do by living ascetically. Saint John of the 

Cross discusses our active purifications, which we do, in The Ascent of Mount Carmel, 

the first book dealing with the deprivation and purification of the five senses from 

worldly pleasures, and the second and third books dealing with the deprivation and 

purification of the three faculties of the spirit from the pleasures of this world. So here we 

have St. John of the Cross’s great system of the active and passive purifications of the 

senses and of the spirit to prepare the soul for the prayer of union and mystical marriage. 

Monastic life is set up to provide an optimal setting where this can take place. 

One must begin by living an ascetical life. Spiritual directors should encourage 

rather than discourage this. St. John of the Cross sharply criticizes directors who 

discourage ascetical living, because they slow souls down (Flame 3.62).  

He also says, “the road and ascent to God, then, demands a habitual effort to 

renounce and mortify the appetites; the sooner this mortification is achieved, the sooner 

the soul reaches the top. But until the appetites are eliminated, a person will not arrive … 

for he will fail to acquire perfect virtue, which is in keeping the soul empty, naked, and 

purified of every appetite” (Ascent I.5.6).  

“Until a man is purged of his attachments he will not be equipped to possess God” 

(Ascent I.4.3).  

“God commanded that the Ark of the Covenant be empty and hollow (Ex 27:8) to 

remind the soul how void of all things God wishes it, if it is to serve as his worthy 

dwelling” (Ascent I.5.7).  

“Until slumber comes to the appetites through the mortification of sensuality, and 

until this very sensuality is stilled in such a way that the appetites do not war against the 

spirit, the soul will not walk out to genuine freedom, to the enjoyment of union with its 

Beloved” (Ascent I.15.2).  

“It is noteworthy that God is very ready to comfort and satisfy the soul in her 

needs and afflictions when she neither has nor desires consolation and satisfaction outside 

of Him” (The Spiritual Canticle 10.6).  

“As the soul longing to focus the eyes of her will upon the light of something 

outside of God is justly deprived of the divine light … so also does the soul that closes its 
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eyes to all things in order to open them to God alone merit congruously the illumination 

of the divine light” (Sp. Cant. 10.9).  

The saint says that the two effects of mystical marriage are “forgetfulness or 

withdrawal from all worldly things, and mortification of all her appetites and 

gratifications” (Sp. Cant. 26.2).  

“… in order not to fail God she [the soul] failed all that is not God, that is, herself 

and all other creatures, losing all these for love of him” (Sp. Cant. 29.10).  

“To journey to God, the will must walk in detachment from every pleasant thing, 

rather than in attachment to it” (Flame 3.51).  

“The appetite and sensory gratification impede the knowledge of high things” 

(Flame 3.73).  

“He who does not allow his appetites to carry him away will soar in his spirit as 

swiftly as the bird that lacks no feathers” (Sayings of Light and Love 23).  

“The perfect man rejoices in what afflicts the imperfect man” (Sayings of Light 

and Love 54). That is, he rejoices in fasting, self-denial, and mortification; in solitude and 

silence; in simplicity and evangelical poverty; in living within a cloister and not traveling 

about, for thus he comes to deep peace, and experiences God regularly in light and love.  

“The less one takes of things and pleasures, the farther one advances along the 

way” (Sayings of Light 55).  

“Crucified inwardly and outwardly with Christ, you will live in this life with 

fullness and satisfaction of soul” (Maxims and Counsels 8). Truly the crucified life is the 

risen life. Therefore, St. Paul was crucified to the world, and the world to him (Gal 6:14).  

“…do not seek pleasure in any temporal thing, and your soul will concentrate on 

goods you know not” (Maxims 17).  

“He who seeks not the cross of Christ seeks not the glory of Christ” (Maxims 23). 

Living the cross of Christ, mortified to the pleasures of the world, is to live a life of inner 

glory.  

“Wisdom enters through love, silence, and mortification” (Maxims 30).  

“The further you withdraw from earthly things the closer you approach heavenly 

things and the more you find in God” (Other Counsels 1).  

“That the soul have success in journeying to God and being joined to him, it must 

have the mouth of its will opened only to God Himself, empty of every morsel of 

appetite, that God may fill it with his love and sweetness; and it must remain with this 

hunger and thirst for God alone, without desiring to be satisfied by any other thing” 

(Letter 12).  

“He invites to the abundance of the divine waters of union with God only those 

who thirst for God alone and who have no other thirst, that is, other appetites” (Letter 

12).  

“…we will be unhappy with God, even though He is always with us, if our heart 

is not alone, but attached to something else” (Letter 14). The saint tells us not to forsake 

God, the fount, and make for ourselves leaky cisterns that do not satisfy (Jer 2:13; Ascent 

I.6.1).  

In mystical marriage, “She [the soul] no longer goes about in search of her own 

gain or pleasures” (Sp. Cant. 28.2). “I no longer follow after my pleasures and appetites” 

(Sp. Cant. 28.6). In the state of mystical marriage, “He who walks in the love of God 

seeks neither his own gain nor his reward, but only to lose all things and himself for God; 
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and this loss he judges to be his gain … He who does not know how to lose himself, does 

not find himself, but rather loses himself” (Sp. Cant. 29.11). 

The saint writes that “a man’s intellect, clouded by the appetites, becomes dark 

and impedes the sun of either natural reason or supernatural wisdom from shining within 

and completely illumining it” (Ascent I.8.1).  

“Oh, if men but knew what a treasure of divine light this blindness caused by their 

affections and appetites deprives them of” (Ascent I.8.6). If we want to live in the light 

and bask in God’s splendor, we must live a gloriously crucified life, constantly crucifying 

and mortifying ourselves to the pleasures of this world. “…the unmortified appetites 

result in killing a man in his relationship with God” (Ascent I.10.3).  

“…the chief concern of spiritual directors with their penitents is the immediate 

mortification of every appetite. The directors should make them remain empty of what 

they desire so as to liberate them from so much misery” (Ascent I.12.6).  

St. John of the Cross describes the soul in the final state of mystical marriage, 

saying, “The solitude in which she lived consisted of the desire to go without the things 

of the world for her Bridegroom’s sake … by striving for perfection, acquiring perfect 

solitude in which she reaches union with the Word. She consequently attains to complete 

refreshment and rest, signified here by the nest which refers to repose” (Sp. Cant. 35.4). 

We come into union with God, especially in mystical marriage, by emptying the 

three faculties of the spirit of the images, news, affections, and pleasures of the world. 

The saint says, “In this solitude, away from all things, the soul is alone with God, and He 

guides, moves, and raises her to divine things. That is: He elevates her intellect to divine 

understanding, because it is alone and divested of other contrary and alien knowledge; He 

moves her will freely to the love of God, because it is alone and freed from other 

affections; and he fills her memory with divine knowledge, because it is now alone and 

empty of other images and fantasies. Once the soul disencumbers these faculties and 

empties them of everything inferior and or attachment to even superior things, leaving 

them alone without them, God engages them in the invisible and divine” (Sp. Cant. 35.5).  

Concerning apophatic prayer, he writes, “God infuses this love in the will when it 

is empty and detached from other particular earthly or heavenly pleasures and affections. 

Take care, then, to empty the will of its affections and detach it from them. If it does not 

retrogress through the desire for some satisfaction or pleasure, it advances… And it loves 

him above all lovable things, since it has rejected all gratifications and pleasures of these 

things, and they have become distasteful to it” (Flame 3.51).  

“To journey to God, the will must walk in detachment from every pleasant thing” 

(Flame 3.51).  

“One cannot reach this union without remarkable purity, and this purity is 

unattainable without vigorous mortification and nakedness regarding all creatures … 

Whoever refuses to go out at night in search for the Beloved and to divest and mortify his 

will, but rather seeks the Beloved one in his own bed and comfort, as did the bride (Ct 

3:1), will not succeed in finding Him” (The Dark Night II.24.4). 

Concerning apophatic prayer, the saint writes that one “should learn to remain in 

God’s presence with a loving attention and a tranquil intellect, even though he seems to 

himself to be idle. For little by little and very soon the divine calm and peace, with a 

wondrous, sublime knowledge of God, enveloped in divine love, will be infused into his 

soul” (Ascent II.15.5). 
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Apophatic prayer knows by unknowing because “God transcends the intellect and 

is incomprehensible and inaccessible to it. Hence while the intellect is understanding, it is 

not approaching God but withdrawing from Him. It must withdraw from itself and from 

its knowledge so as to journey to God in faith, by believing and not understanding” 

(Flame 3.48). 

God dwells differently in different souls. In those who renounce all for him, he 

dwells as their master, and they experience him profoundly. They even experience him 

when it seems like he is asleep within them (Flame 4.14). But in those who do not purify 

themselves from the pleasures of the world, God dwells in them as a stranger and they 

experience very little of him (Flame 4.16). “It is in the soul in which less of its own 

appetites and pleasures dwell where he [God] dwells more alone, more pleased … the 

Beloved dwells secretly with an embrace so much the closer, more intimate, and interior, 

the purer and more alone the soul is to everything other than God” (Flame 4.14). 

But why are there so few who reach these heights? It is because few are willing to 

endure such an ascetical and mortified life. Few are willing to renounce the pleasures of 

the world (Flame 2.27). St. John of the Cross writes that “the reason is not because God 

wishes that there be only a few of these spirits so elevated; He would rather want all to be 

perfect, but he finds few vessels that will endure so lofty and sublime a work. Since He 

tries them in little things and finds them so weak that they immediately flee from work, 

unwilling to be subject to the least discomfort and mortification … He proceeds no 

further in purifying them…. 

“There are many who desire and persistently beseech God to bring them to this 

state of perfection. Yet when God wills to conduct them through the initial trials and 

mortifications, as is necessary, they are unwilling to suffer them, and they shun them, flee 

from the narrow road of life, and seek the broad road of their own consolation, which is 

that of their own perdition; thus they do not allow God to begin to grant their petition. 

They are like useless containers, for although they desire to reach the state of the perfect, 

they do not want to be guided by the path of trials which leads to it” (Flame 2.27).  

Hence, as I said before, St. John of the Cross says that spiritual directors should 

encourage their penitents to live an ascetical life. The saint sharply criticizes directors 

who discourage ascetical living, saying, “It will happen that God is anointing some souls 

with the unctions of holy desires and motives for renouncing the world, changing their 

way of life, and serving Him, with contempt for the world—and God esteems this stage 

to which he has brought them, because worldly things do not please Him—when these 

directors, by their human rationalizations or reflections, singularly contrary to the 

doctrine of Christ and his humility and contempt for all things, and depending on their 

own interests or satisfactions, or out of fear where there is no reason to fear, either make 

matters difficult for these souls, or cause them to delay, or even worse try to make them 

put the thought from their minds.  

“With a spirit not too devout, with little of Christ’s meekness and fully clothed in 

worldliness, since they do not enter by the narrow gate of life, these directors do not let 

others enter either. Our Lord threatens them through St. Luke: Woe to you, for you have 

taken away the key to knowledge and you neither enter yourselves nor do you allow 

others to enter (Lk 11:52). “These directors are indeed like barriers or obstacles at the 

gate of heaven, hindering those who seek their counsel from entering” (Flame 3.62). 
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The soul in the state of mystical marriage, at the end of the spiritual journey, by 

denying herself all satisfaction and pleasure in this world, has finally reached a new 

stable state of light, peace, love, and joy in the Lord. The saint describes her in this way: 

“Since she wished to live in solitude, apart from every satisfaction, comfort and support 

of creatures, in order to reach companionship and union with her Beloved, she deserved 

to discover the possession of peaceful solitude in her Beloved, in whom she rests, alone 

and isolated from all these disturbances … insofar as she desired to live apart from all 

created things, in solitude for her Beloved’s sake, He Himself was enamored of her 

because of this solitude and took care of her by accepting her in His arms, feeding her in 

Himself with every blessing, and guiding her to the high things of God” (Sp. Cant. 35.2).  

 

Indeed from the beginning to the end of the spiritual life we are to seek our delight only 

in God, not in the pleasures of this world. Those who take this traditional ascetical path of 

the saints will be prepared to enter into a mystical life of union with God, which 

culminates in mystical marriage. The saint beautifully describes it in the following way, 

comparing the soul to the white turtledove that Noah released from the ark to see whether 

the waters had subsided.  

“…she [the soul] must advance with such love and solicitude as not to set the foot 

of her appetite on the green branch of any delight, or drink the clear water of any worldly 

honor and glory, nor should she desire the taste of the cool water of any temporal 

refreshment or comfort, or to settle in the shade of any creature’s favor and protection, 

nor should she desire in any way to rest in anything or to have the company of other 

affections, but she should always sigh for solitude in all things until she reaches her 

Bridegroom in complete satisfaction” (Sp. Cant. 34.5). 

Because she lived a life so detached from the pleasures of this world, she has now 

reached a new state of deep rest in God, the state of mystical marriage, which the saint 

describes as follows: “Because the soul, before reaching this high state, went about with 

deep love in search of her Beloved and was satisfied with nothing else than Him … now 

the turtledove has found her longed-for mate by the green river banks. This is similar to 

saying: Now the bride alights on the green branch, delighting in her Beloved; now she 

drinks the clear water of sublime contemplation and wisdom of God, and the cool water 

of her refreshment and comfort in God; and she also rests in the shade of His protection 

and favor—which she so longed for—where she is divinely and delightfully consoled, 

fed, and refreshed” (Sp. Cant. 34.6). Because she renounced every human satisfaction, 

comfort, and pleasure, she now finds every satisfaction, comfort, and delight in God. 

This is indeed the ideal and the itinerary of the spiritual life; and monastic life—

with its silence, solitude, prayer, cloister, fasting, austerity, and asceticism—is set up to 

provide one with an optimal environment for following this itinerary and arriving at this 

new state of rest, peace, and light in the Lord. 

So all you who desire this wisdom, come and follow this path in wisdom’s 

service, “For in her service you will toil a little while, and soon you will eat of her 

produce. She seems very harsh to the uninstructed; a weakling will not remain with her. 

She will weigh him down like a heavy testing stone, and he will not be slow to cast her 

off. For wisdom is like her name, and is not manifest to many … [But] at last you will 

find the rest she gives, and she will be changed into joy for you. Then her fetters will 

become for you a strong protection, and her collar a glorious robe. Her yoke is a golden 
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ornament, and her bonds are a cord of blue. You will wear her like a glorious robe, and 

put her on like a crown of gladness” (Sirach 6:19–22,28–31). 

Monks live this way because, although the world reveals the goodness of God, 

God is infinitely greater than the revelation of his goodness in creation, and those who 

wish to come into profound union with him must seek him in himself, beyond the good 

things created by him.  

 


