
Daily Saints – 14 December  
 

 
 

St. John Of the Cross 
 

Birth: 30 June 1542 Fontiveros, Ávila, Crown of Castile, Death: December 14, 1591 
Úbeda, Kingdom of Jaén, Crown of Castile, Venerated in Catholic Church, 
Anglican Communion, Lutheranism, Beatified: January 25, 1675 by Pope Clement X 
Canonized: December 27, 1726 by Pope Benedict XIII Attributes: Carmelite 
habit, cross, crucifix, book, and a quill, Patronage: Contemplative life 
contemplatives, Mystical theology, mystics, Spanish poets 

 
Saint John of the Cross was born Juan de Yepes y Alvarez, in Fontiveros, Avila, Spain 
in 1542. His father was employed by wealthy family members as an accountant, but 
they disowned him when he married a poor woman from the lower class. As a result of 
his family's poverty, John's family suffered greatly. 
 
His father died when he was three, and his older brother, Luis died two years after that, 
likely because of malnutrition. John's mother eventually found work weaving which 
helped her to feed her family. 
 
As a child, John was sent to a boarding school for poor and orphaned children. He was 
given a religious education from a young age and chose to follow a religious path, even 
as a child. He served as an acolyte at an Augustinian monastery. As he grew older, he 
went to work in a hospital while attending a Jesuit school. 
 
In 1563, he was able to join the Carmelite Order and took the name, "John of St. 
Matthias." He made vows the following year and was sent to the university in 
Salamanca to study theology and philosophy. He became an expert in the Bible and 
dared to translate the Song of Songs into Spanish, an act which was controversial since 
the Church forbade the translation of the Bible from Latin -a measure to protect the 
original meanings in the scripture. 
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John became a priest in 1567 and considered joining the Carthusian Order where 
monks lived cloistered in individual cells. He was attracted by the simple and quiet life. 
However, he encountered Theresa of Avila, a charismatic Carmelite nun. Theresa 
asked John to follow her. 
 
John was attracted by the strict routine followed by Theresa, a routine she hoped to 
reintroduce to her order, as well as her devotion to prayer and simplicity. Her followers 
went barefoot and were therefore known as the discalced Carmelites. 
 
On Nov. 28, 1568, Theresa founded a new monastery. The same day, John changed 
his name again to John of the Cross. Within a couple of years, John and his fellow friars 
relocated to a larger site for their monastery. He remained at this location until 1572. 
In 1572, John traveled to Avila at the invitation of Theresa to become her confessor and 
spiritual guide. He remained in Avila until 1577. While there, he had a vision of Christ 
and made a drawing that remains to this day called, "Christ from Above." The little 
drawing shows Christ on the cross, looking down on him from above. The image has 
been preserved for centuries. 
 
The Saint of the "purification of the soul" 
 
St John of the Cross had a difficult life, accepting persecutions and sufferings both in his 
activity as a reformer and in the period of his imprisonment. Yet it was precisely in the 
most difficult moments of his life that he created some of his most beautiful works. Pope 
Benedict XVI referred to him as "one of the most important lyric poets of Spanish 
literature", pointing to the numerous and profound examples of his teaching that 
"describe a sure path to achieving holiness, the state of perfection to which God calls all 
of us". St John imagined this path like climbing a mountain, a journey that takes courage 
and patience and leads to a profound "purification" of the senses and the spirit. For him 
it was not just a case of simple physical deprivation of things; what makes the soul pure 
and free is the elimination of all disordered dependence and centering everything on 
God as the only purpose of life. The great Spanish mystic and theologian affirmed that if 
the soul wants the Whole (God), it must commit itself to leave everything and wanting to 
be nothing. One of his most famous phrases is: "To reach where you are not, you have 
to go through where you are not. To achieve everything, do not want to own anything. 
To come to be everything, not wanting to be anything.” (“Para venir a lo que noes, has 
de ir por donde no eres. Para come to pose it todo, no quieras poseer algo en nada. 
Para come to serlo todo, no quieras ser algo en nada.”) Naturally for St John, it was not 
so much a matter of renouncing some-thing – but of loving Some-one. 
 
 


