@ The ‘Spiritual Desert’ of the Mystics: What Do St. John of the Cross
and St. Teresa Teach Us? | 1

In the vast universe of Catholic spirituality, few themes are as mysterious and profound as
the concept of the “spiritual desert.” Although this term is not directly used by St. John of the
Cross or St. Teresa of Avila, it encapsulates an essential experience in the lives of many
believers: moments of dryness, darkness, and an apparent distance from God. The great
Carmelite mystics offer timeless teachings that resonate deeply, even in our modern world,
filled with distractions and spiritual challenges.

What Is the ‘Spiritual Desert’?

The “spiritual desert” should not be confused with a lack of faith or a state of sin. Rather, it is
a time when the soul, despite sincerely seeking God, does not feel His presence or
experience the consolations it once received in prayer or sacramental life. It is a divine
paradox: God, who is always present, seems absent.

St. John of the Cross describes this as the “Dark Night,” a period of purification necessary for
spiritual growth. St. Teresa of Avila, on the other hand, speaks of these experiences in her
Way of Perfection and Interior Castle, describing moments when the soul seems to be
walking through a barren wilderness, which, in reality, are steps toward deeper union with
God.

The ‘Spiritual Desert’ According to St. John of the Cross
St. John of the Cross divides the Dark Night into two main stages:
1. The Dark Night of the Senses

This first stage occurs when God withdraws the sensible consolations the soul once
experienced. St. John explains that this is necessary to teach the soul not to depend on
emotions or sensations to draw closer to God. Faith, beyond the senses, becomes the soul’s
primary guide.

2. The Dark Night of the Spirit

Here, the soul enters an even deeper desert where even intellectual certainties are purified.
This process, painful yet transformative, helps the soul detach from everything that is not
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God, leading to full mystical union.

The ‘Spiritual Desert’ According to St. Teresa of Avila

For St. Teresa, the spiritual life is a journey to the center of the soul, where God dwells. In her
work The Interior Castle, she describes how souls pass through various mansions on their
way to divine union. In the intermediate and advanced stages, souls may experience dryness
and desolation.

Teresa teaches that these moments are not a sign of spiritual failure but an invitation to trust
more deeply in God. Prayer, even when it feels dry, remains an act of love and faith. As she
famously said: “Let nothing disturb you, let nothing frighten you. All things are passing. God
never changes.”

Why Do We Experience the ‘Spiritual Desert’?

The “spiritual desert” is not a punishment but a hidden grace. Here are some reasons why it
may occur:

1. Purification of the Soul
God uses these experiences to purge the soul of disordered attachments, both material
and spiritual.

2. Growth in Faith and Trust
When consolations are withdrawn, the soul learns to trust in God not for what it feels
but for who He is.

3. Preparation for Divine Union
The desert prepares the soul to receive a deeper love and a more intimate relationship
with God.

Practical Applications for Daily Life

The message of St. John of the Cross and St. Teresa of Avila is not limited to convents or
monasteries. In our modern lives, we too may experience “spiritual deserts.” These practical
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tips can help you navigate those moments:
1. Persistence in Prayer

Even when prayer feels dry, keep praying. Faithfulness during these times is a powerful
expression of love.

2. Trust in God

Remember that God is with you, even when you don’t feel His presence. Read Scripture,
especially the Psalms, which offer words of comfort in times of desolation.

3. Spiritual Direction

Seek a spiritual guide to help you discern these experiences. A priest or spiritual counselor
can provide clarity and support.

4. Sacraments

The sacraments, especially the Eucharist and Confession, are sources of grace that sustain
the soul even during dryness.

5. Practice Gratitude

Thank God, even for the spiritual deserts. These experiences, though difficult, are gifts that
shape us according to His will.

Lessons for Our Time

In a world that values immediacy and pleasure, the “spiritual desert” reminds us of the
importance of patience and depth. Spiritual dryness can be an opportunity to disconnect from
distractions and re-center our lives on God.

St. John of the Cross and St. Teresa teach us that true love is not measured by what we feel
but by our faithfulness, even in the darkness. Their words invite us to embrace the mystery of
God and trust that He is working in our lives, even when we cannot see Him.
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Conclusion: The Path to Light

The “spiritual desert” is not the end of the journey but a necessary step toward deeper
communion with God. As St. John of the Cross writes: “To reach where you do not know, you
must go by a way you do not know.” And St. Teresa adds: “God alone suffices.”

If you find yourself in a spiritual desert, remember that you are not alone. The great
Carmelite mystics walked this same terrain and left a spiritual map to quide us. Persevere,
trust, and allow God to lead you into the depths of His eternal love.
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