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For my study leave these past two Sundays, I went to Avila and Toledo, Spain with a pilgrimage group from the Shalem Institute for Spiritual Formation to study Theresa of Avila and John of the Cross. I let this pilgrimage choose me for its timing and I embraced it and resisted it in nearly equal parts; out loud I said I was concerned about the heat but I also knew it would require my full engagement.

Being in Spain helped me remember some of my French; this was very satisfying for me but wasn’t actually helpful. The Spanish eat cookies and cake for breakfast for which I admire them. And they are people who dress up and wear bright colors, and stay up late to avoid the heat of the day, talking and eating into the night. There is a broad sense of festival and hospitality after the sun sets.

Theresa was a Carmelite nun, a prioress, author, and Reformer; John, a Carmelite brother and writer. Both were Mystics and have been declared Doctors of the Catholic Church.

Avila was Teresa’s home; she is known for her work in reforming religious life and for her own spiritual life writings most notably, The Interior Castle. After seeing the city of Avila and its enormous stone ramparts, it is understandable that Teresa would envision spiritual life as a process of going deeper and deeper by moving from room to room within a castle.

John was a much younger protege of Teresa's. His father died when he was still a baby; he grew up in poverty, received an education from the Jesuits, and then went to Avila to meet Teresa. He became a Carmelite brother out of respect for her. Later, John was kidnapped and imprisoned in a monastery in Toledo by his fellow monks for suggesting unwelcome changes. The convent to which he escaped after nine months is still a functioning, cloistered community. The hospital in which he convalesced is now a museum.

John is known as John of the Cross because he wrote extensively about spiritual struggle and what comes from times of extreme suffering. He wrote a poem titled “The Dark Night of the Soul,” which has now become an overview label for all of his writing.  

The concept of the dark night of the soul is quite complex. It is important to note that, though it has been interpreted this way, the dark night does not glorify suffering as has been understood by some. The dark night speaks to the spiritual potentials that can come from an experience of suffering. John’s writings emphasize God’s passionate love for us and, at the same time, his dark night understands that we can feel separation from God by some experiences. 
 
Our group shared the poem on an evening walk through Toledo, and then we turned to an essay written by modern-day Carmelite sister Constance FitzGerald who has studied John’s work in depth. She sees the dark night of the soul not only on the level of the individual but in the communal life of our current world and describes it as “impasse.” “By impasse,” writes FitzGerald, “I mean that there is no way out of, no way around, no rational escape from, what imprisons one, no possibilities in the situation. In a true impasse, every normal manner of acting is brought to a standstill and ironically, impasse is experienced not only in the problem itself but also in any solution rationally attempted.” 

How many areas of our lives does this describe? A 2021 book published by Liturgical Press at St. John’s contains several of FitzGerald’s essays along with chapters by colleagues based in her work on the impasses of our time such as White Supremacy, COVID-19, the climate crisis, and gender inequality. 

Today, I see impasse in the great New Testament metaphor of the wheat and the weeds. Even though they blossom and add beauty to the landscape, weeds have the ability to choke off the life of other plants. They can take over shrubs, flowers, and crops. In this passage, both the weeds and the wheat are metaphors for human behavior. We have systems in place that feed and care for one another yet many of those systems are rife with inequality or corruption that choke off life. 

I want to be careful here with this concept of the Evil One who plants the weeds–the diabolos or enemy–because this tends to direct the human response toward finding and identifying another person, race, or country to fit the role. We consider ourselves to be children of the kin-dom, but that does not exempt us from introspection and culpability. The weed-nature is within and always has been. 

In the cathedral in Toledo we saw the angels and cherubs that were specifically identified as made from the first gold Christopher Columbus brought back to Spain. And then we saw more and more and more gold; gold from many, many voyages. In this we can see the way the church and empire have intertwined like weeds and wheat in the world.

To further explore the entanglement of church and empire, our pilgrimage leaders planned for us to visit the Alcazar, a military fortress in Toledo but we found it was closed for renovation. In a quick shift, we visited, what was for me, a grotesque and abhorrent experience of the Museum of the Inquisition. For several hundred years, the Inquisition advocated the torture and murder of hundreds of thousands of people; it was a constant presence of menace, shaming, and control for the entire population and all in the name of God. That impulse toward judgment and control is still alive and well in our time, a long-lived impasse of human nature. 

We find in today’s gospel that impasse is finally broken by the harvest. But it need not come only at the end, stuck-ness can open up into new life through disciplined practice of Jesus’ Way. As FitzGerald wrote, “It is only in the process of bringing the impasse to prayer, to the perspective of God who loves us, that our society will be freed, healed, changed, brought to paradoxical new visions, and freed for nonviolent, selfless, liberating action, freed, therefore for community on this planet earth.”

Back when Teresa of Avila entered life in the convent, wealthy women who felt a calling to serve God had the means to commandeer a suite of rooms, to bring servants, belongings, and a more worldly lifestyle that created separate households within the cloistered community. This is still a great example of the ways we bring our ego-driven, secular ways into our spiritual lives. Through her own experiences of going deeper, Teresa was able to bring reforms to her community in ways that invited all to continually develop the interior life, to surrender to the Divine Mystery, and to live in the kind of equality that creates genuine community. 

As FitzGerald wrote, “The psychologists and the theologians, the poets and the Mystics, assure us that impasse can be the condition for creative growth and transformation 
if the experience of impasse is fully appropriated within one's heart and flesh with consciousness and consent; 
if the limitations of one's humanity and human condition are squarely faced and the sorrow of finitude allowed to invade the human spirit with real, existential powerlessness; 
if the ego does not demand understanding in the name of control and predictability but is willing to admit the mystery of its own being and surrender itself into this mystery; 
if the path into the unknown, into the uncontrolled and unpredictable margins of life, is freely taken, when the path of deadly clarity fades (“Impasse and the Dark Night,” Constance FitzGerald).

We are in the weeds and this is a time to surrender to the Holy One. The human family is sharing in a time of great vulnerability and change. We’re not very good at vulnerability; we’d rather turn and attack our problems–or ignore them. Instead, we are invited to actively trust in and discern the leading of the Holy Spirit as never before.
 

There is a religious concept of wholeness–it comes from the Greek word we translate as “perfect” as in Matthew 5: To be “perfect as your Heavenly Father is perfect” (Matt 5:48). Biblically, perfect doesn’t mean to be without flaw, it means being whole. It suggests an intentional interior life that nurtures a life-long process of spiritual development. It is an integration of mind, body, spirit, and soul as addressed in the Shema: “You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength” (Deut. 6:5). It is to integrate the life of Christ into mind, body, spirit, and soul as much as is humanly possible. 

Our redemption is in tending to our souls and the souls of others in this weed-filled world. Our calling is to be honest about the ways our churches, corporations, economy, and communities are stuck and bring Spirit and spirituality into the impasse. Then we will find that God is ahead of us creating a future with hope, as FitzGerald wrote, “Paradoxically, a situation of no potential is loaded with potential. While nothing seems to be moving forward, one is, in fact, on a homeward exile if one can yield in the right way, responding with full consciousness of one’s suffering in the impasse yet daring to believe that new possibilities, beyond immediate vision, can be given.” 

We Protestants do not have a deep tradition with the mystics so this could be difficult for Presbyterians, but Teresa wrote about an encounter “with a small boy standing at the bottom of a stairway. ‘Who are you?’ he asked her. ‘I am Teresa of Jesus,’ she answered. ‘And who are you?’ ‘I am Jesus of Teresa,’ he said, and vanished.” Whether you accept it for a mystical experience or a story of faith, there is an invitation here to consider whether we fit bits of Jesus into our busy lives or claim him as our starting point, our genesis, our all in all. Do we claim the wholeness of The Christ?

Wholeness requires our consent, the will to walk in vulnerability from time to time, and being open to Mystery. It may be that we all should enter a new community from time to time: to take a pilgrimage, to take Stephen Ministry Training, try group spiritual direction, a talking circle that invites spiritual sharing, or to invite spiritual practices into existing groups. Wherever we are on the spiritual path, Spirit is inviting us to go deeper and may it be so. Amen.


