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The Precautions of Saint John of the Cross 

I. Introduction 

By nature, I am somewhat of a private person, but if there is one thing that just 

about everyone knows about me, it’s that I love coffee! First thing in the morning, it 

really hits the spot. This wasn’t always the case, though. Like a lot of people, I used to 

hate the taste of coffee, and I still remember what helped to change my attitude toward it. 

Years ago, back when I was a poor broke college student, my mom sent me a Starbucks 

gift card for St. Valentine’s Day. At the time, I exclusively drank fancy-dancy caramel 

mocha frappe-latte-chinos, and those would usually set me back about six bucks a pop. 

So there I am in Starbucks, looking at the menu board, and I think to myself, “Boy, the 

regular coffee here is about half the price of what I normally get. If I were to have that, I 

could make my gift card stretch twice as far.” So I gave it a shot, and with the knowledge 

of the money I was saving, I found myself going, “Huh. I guess this isn’t so bad after all.” 

It wasn’t that the coffee I was drinking had magically been transmuted into something 

less bitter; it was that my attitude toward the bitterness had been altered in the light of a 

more enticing good. 

Saint John of the Cross wrote his short treatise The Precautions for the Discalced 

Carmelite nuns in Beas, between the year 1578 and 1579. In it, he explicates in highly 

condensed format the itinerary that a fervent interior soul must follow in order to progress 

rapidly to union with God. Encountering The Precautions today, many souls find them at 

first touch to be bitter, repulsive, and even inhuman! “How can this possibly correspond 

to my own life?!” they might ask. The temptation is to dismiss what John has to say, to 
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set The Precautions down as a product of a culture and a mentality that has long since 

passed, and to go about from that point on with the false impression that many Catholics 

hold of Saint John of the Cross: harsh, severe, demanding, difficult, just not for me. 

This would be a mistake. What Saint John presents for us in The Precautions is 

nothing less than the Gospel message itself. Jesus warned his disciples, “Make your way 

in by the narrow gate. It is a broad gate and a wide road that leads to perdition, and those 

who go in that way are many indeed; but how small is the gate, how narrow the road that 

leads to life, and how few there are that find it!” If Saint John of the Cross is bitter to the 

taste, it is because he leads us to that same chalice from which Our Lord drank, and from 

which all his disciples must partake if they desire to inherit that which has been prepared 

for them. 

 

II. The Three Enemies 

Saint John of the Cross is well aware that it is a steep, narrow road that he 

preaches, and so he opens The Precautions by calling to mind the captivating goal to 

which it leads: “The soul must practice the following instructions if it wishes to obtain in 

a short time holy recollection and spiritual silence, nakedness, and poverty of spirit, 

where one enjoys the peaceful comfort of the Holy Spirit, reaches union with God, is 

freed of all the obstacles incurred from the creatures of the world, defended against the 

wiles and deceits of the devil, and liberated from one’s own self.” God is not a sadist; we 

were made to enjoy Him in infinite, unspeakable delight for all eternity. The suffering 

that the soul experiences on the way to divine union is a result of the fierce, protracted 

war waged upon it by its three principal enemies: the world, the devil, and the flesh. Of 
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them, Saint John tells us, “The world is the enemy least difficult to conquer; the devil is 

the hardest to understand; but the flesh is the most tenacious, and its attacks continue as 

long as the old self lasts.” All three of these enemies must be warred upon and utterly 

vanquished, and because they are interrelated, a victory against one is a victory against all 

three. To guide our spiritual warfare, Saint John of the Cross offers us three precautions 

against each of these three enemies. We will look at each precaution in particular, and see 

how they relate to one another, how they combat their corresponding enemy, and how we 

ought to relate them to our own lives. 

 

III. The World 

“The first is that you should have an equal love for and an equal forgetfulness for 

all persons, whether relatives or not, and withdraw your heart from relatives as much as 

from others. Do not love one person more than another, for you will err. Do not think 

about others, neither good things nor bad. Flee them inasmuch as possible.” Right out of 

the gate, Saint John of the Cross hits the reader with what is probably the hardest of the 

nine precautions to swallow. He doesn’t stop there. “The second precaution against the 

world concerns temporal goods. To free yourself truly from the harm stemming from this 

kind of good and to moderate the excess of your appetite, you should abhor all manner of 

possessions and not allow yourself to worry about these.” “The third precaution…is that 

you very carefully guard yourself against thinking about what happens in community, 

and even more against speaking of it. For, should you desire to pay heed to things, many 

will seem wrong, even were you to live among angels, because of your not understanding 

the substance of them. You are thus to understand God’s will: that even were you to live 
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among devils you should not turn the head of your thoughts to their affairs, but forget 

these things entirely and strive to keep your soul occupied purely and entirely in God, and 

not let the thought of this thing or that hinder you from so doing.” This is a lot to process. 

Here we have the Mystical Doctor telling us to forsake the love of our families, all desire 

for any sort of possessions, and all our attention to the affairs and doings of everyone else 

in the world…and all this to conquer the world, which he says is the easiest of the three 

enemies to subdue! One could understand a reader stopping right here and going off in 

discouragement. How ought we, who do not even have the advantage of enclosure in a 

cloister, grapple with the demands that have been placed before us? 

The key to understanding the precautions against the world lie in Saint Paul’s 

Letter to the Colossians. “You must be heavenly-minded, not earthly-minded; you have 

undergone death, and your life is hidden away now with Christ in God.” It would be easy 

to read this as a figurative statement by the Apostle, as employing the metaphor of death 

to make a point to the Colossians about the need to adopt a change in lifestyle. It would 

also be wrong. When Saint Paul tells us that we have died, he means it literally. In the 

waters of baptism, we truly enter into Christ’s own death, and we die in a way that is 

more real and more powerful than the physical death that will one day separate our 

bodies from our souls. Our old, natural way of life and of living in this world is done, 

finished, even more literally and more fundamentally than when we will undergo 

physical death. By this death that we have undergone in baptism, we have merited divine 

life with Christ, and if we do not wish to forfeit this priceless, mysterious gift, we must 

no longer live in a human manner, but in a divine manner. 
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There is nothing more natural in the world than to love some people more than 

others. Our first bonds and often our deepest loyalties lie with our families, those to 

whom we are tied by blood and kinship. Alongside these relations, we have our friends, 

those with whom we share common interests, goals, experiences, and points of view. Not 

to be forgotten are those people, be they close friends, acquaintances, or strangers 

admired from afar, to whom we are drawn by the qualities of beauty, intelligence, wit, or 

charisma that they possess. The counterpoint to all these individuals in whom we delight 

and take joy are those whom we find noxious and burdensome: the boors, the ugly, the 

annoying, the rude, the ignorant, those who challenge and contradict us, those who anger 

and discomfort us. There is, if we are being honest with ourselves, the vast bulk of 

humanity whom we do not know and about whom we do not care. Finally, there are our 

enemies: those who fight us, resist us, tear down that which we labor to build up, who do 

us wrong, who wound and sometimes even kill us. Towards such as these, there is 

nothing more natural in the world than to give them nothing but contempt and hatred. 

Jesus will have none of this. He acknowledges quite freely that this is the natural 

human way of relating to others. “You have heard that it was said, Thou shalt love they 

neighbor and hate thy enemy.” But Our Lord makes it quite clear that there is no room for 

such a natural mode of relation in His Kingdom. “But I tell you, Love your enemies, do 

good to those who hate you, pray for those who persecute and insult you, that so you may 

be true sons of your Father in heaven, who makes his sun rise on the evil and equally on 

the good, his rain fall on the just and equally on the unjust. If you love those who love 

you, what title have you to a reward? Will not the publicans do as much? If you greet 
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none but your brethren, what are you doing more than others? Will not the very heathen 

do as much? But you are to be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” 

Supernatural life cannot be lived apart from a supernatural love. This is what 

Saint John of the Cross is driving at in his first precaution against the world. Our life, 

hidden now with Christ in God, must take on a mode of relation to others that is as 

radically different from the natural order of things as is the relationship between the 

living and the dead. We are called to a divine generosity, wherein we break open our 

hearts to embrace in love all those who are loved by the Father. We can no longer place 

limits on who we love and do not love. A soul that would receive the infinity of God 

cannot in any way be restricted in its capacity to love. While we will never be able to 

eradicate by our own power the involuntary inclinations of our souls toward this or that 

person, we can and we must make persistent, resolute acts of the will to love everyone 

with the very love of God. 

If our relations with our fellow man must be lived out in accord with our 

supernatural life in Christ, then so must our relations with possessions and goods of this 

earth. This is the point of the second precaution against the world. The blessed in heaven 

possess God face to face in an irrevocable manner, and He is their supreme and sole 

possession. We here on earth who possess God by faith must strive in our minds and in 

our wills to make Him our supreme and sole possession, lest we suffer the loss of Him for 

all eternity. This is why Saint John of the Cross admonishes us not to worry over 

possessions. Like loving our friends and hating our enemies, worrying about what we 

have or what we lack and making this the focus of our will and the end toward which we 

work is a entirely natural thing to do. But for Christians, the natural life of this world is 
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dead! The dead do not fret over their possessions. They possess God, and in heaven they 

receive from Him all that is necessary for them to live in eternal, blissful union with Him. 

Their life is fully supernatural, fully divinized. We too must be supernatural, and live 

right now, in our souls, our minds, and our wills, the life that we possess that is hidden 

with Christ in God. This does not absolve us of the responsibility to prudently administer, 

in all justice and with due diligence, the goods that God places under our care, or to 

neglect our duty to care for ourselves and those toward whom we have some obligation. 

What it does mean is that our stewardship of earthly goods must be carried out in a 

heavenly spirit: trusting in God’s love, reliant on His providential care, and ordering all 

things in right relation to Him. 

This living in right relation with God, this supernatural orientation that our lives 

take on in Baptism, is further iterated in the third precaution against the world. Man is a 

social animal, and it is natural for us to pay heed to the affairs and doings of others, 

especially with an eye toward how they affect us. It is a powerful instinct in human 

nature. Nevertheless, this too, Saint John of the Cross insists, must be put to death if we 

are to live supernaturally. 

Saint Philip Neri, in dealing with a penitent woman who confessed to him her 

habitual sin of gossip, instructed her, as her penance, to walk through town plucking a 

chicken and scattering its feathers. She was confused, but obeyed and returned to him. 

The saint then instructed her to go back and gather up all the feathers again. She was 

dismayed, but the point was powerfully made of how gossip, once spread, cannot be 

taken back, any more than the chicken’s feathers. 
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This image of the scattered feathers is a useful one for understanding what 

happens when we paid undo heed to the opinions, words, and actions of others. Our 

intellect, memory, and will, which ought to be wholly oriented on God, are scattered and 

diffused throughout the petty things of this life of sin. Our energy and our capacity to 

love and grow in love are wasted, and the Lord of this world, Satan, is then given many 

potent avenues by which he may attack us. In brooding over to the real or imagined faults 

of others, like a miser broods over his gold, we kill charity, stoke up anger, puff up our 

own egos, and fall into that insidious form of idolatry wherein we place ourselves in 

judgment over our neighbor, an office that is properly reserved to God alone. This is not 

the road to eternal life hidden with Christ in God; it is the seed of eternal death and 

damnation in Hell. To guard against this, and to live with God by faith, we need to be 

vigilant in considering in all things, not the actions and affairs of others, but the actions 

and affairs of God, and contemplating moment to moment, not the sins and failings of 

others, but how God is manifesting His will and His goodness to us. In this way we die to 

the world and live ever more securely the supernatural life of grace. 

Furthermore, as Saint John of the Cross points out, when we dwell upon the 

affairs of our neighbor, we often form false conclusions about them. For one, we have a 

tendency to conflate a person’s actions with their identity. This is a common error, but 

nonetheless a serious one. I was once admonished by a therapist, who was helping me 

work through some issues, “When you screw up, what you should say to yourself is, 

‘Well, I screwed up,’ not, ‘Well, I’m a screw-up.’” This advice applies just as much to 

how we ought to view others as to how we ought to view ourselves. God doesn’t define 
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us by our failings; He defines us by our relationship to Him. As Christians, we are 

obliged to do likewise for our fellow men and women. 

Another way in which we can draw false conclusions is that we never encounter 

the whole person. We may think a person is such-and-such a way based on how they act, 

talk, or interact in a group setting, but then when we spend time with them one-on-one, 

we can come away with a startlingly different impression. Reconciling the contradictions 

and complexities of another human being in order to form a fuller picture of them is a 

fraught and laborious task. We can try our best, and improve over time with longer 

acquaintance, but as any statistician will tell you, a limited data set is bound to have a 

certain degree of inaccuracy. 

If we were still living our purely natural lives, we would have no choice but to 

shrug our shoulders and resign ourselves to this reality. But, as we have repeatedly seen, 

this is not the case. We have died to the world and live with God, Who is Truth, and the 

fullness thereof. By dwelling with Him and reserving our attention for Him alone, we 

remain in the Truth and encounter, in a remote but nonetheless real way, the truth of our 

fellow men and women. 

 

IV. The Devil 

While we could continue to examine the world and the battle against it in greater 

detail, let us move on to the second enemy against which Saint John of the Cross warns 

us: the Devil. This is the enemy which the Mystical Doctor warned earlier is the most 

difficult to understand, and indeed, the precautions he gives can seem deceptively simple, 

if not terribly relevant to supernatural combat. Furthermore, for the ordinary Christian, 
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John’s precautions against the devil might seem irrelevant to the life of anyone outside of 

the priesthood or consecrated life. How then might we unlock and understand the spirit 

that animates this struggle, so that John’s words might be applicable to all states in life? 

In brief, John’s precautions are the devil are thus: first, he warns us against 

embarking on any work or task, no matter how noble, without being commanded to do so 

by a lawful superior. Second, he cautions us that, in relating to our superiors, we are to 

look upon them, through the eyes of faith, as standing in God’s place, and not base our 

obedience or lack thereof on our personal feelings toward them. Thirdly, Saint John of 

the Cross says that we ought to seek with all our hearts to humble ourselves in word and 

deed, seeking always the lowest place, and to thus banish the devil. It is in this third 

precaution that we find the key to understanding the previous two. 

There is a story from the Desert Fathers that goes thus: “There was an anchorite 

who was able to banish the demons, and he asked them, ‘What makes you go away? Is it 

fasting?’ They replied, ‘We do not eat or drink.’ ‘Is it vigils?” They replied, ‘We do not 

sleep.’ ‘Is it separation from the world?’ ‘We live in the deserts.’ ‘What power sends you 

away then?’ They said, ‘Nothing can overcome us, but only humility.’” 

The devil’s great sin is that of pride, and what Saint John of the Cross is 

instructing us to do is to make war against him by countering pride through the practice 

of humility. He highlights two principal areas in which we tend to fail in humility: the 

pride we take in our work, and the pride of will that rebels against not being masters of 

our own destiny. 

In the first precaution, Saint John of the Cross states, “Without the command of 

obedience, you [ought never to] take upon yourself any work – apart from the obligations 
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of your state – however good and full of charity it may seem. If you do not observe this 

precaution in little things as well as big, you will be unable to avoid the devil’s deceiving 

you to a small or great degree, no matter how right you think you are.” 

What John is getting at here is that all your work must be carried out under and be 

governed by humility. There are few things that can swell pride and inflate the ego more 

than an apparently worthy project successfully carried out. This does not mean that we 

ought not to enjoy appropriate satisfaction in the fruits of our labor. What it means is that 

we must always refer its ultimate success to its true Author, God. There is nothing of 

ourselves that we accomplish; we do all according to God’s power and His divine place, 

even when, like the devil, we place ourselves in the wretched state of rebellion against 

Him. 

By not allowing our work to be regulated by humility and obedience, we begin to 

carry out works, not for the love of God, but for the satisfaction they bring to us. This in 

turn draws our attention away from God and deludes us into believing that we ourselves 

are the sole authors of our good works. Taken far enough, this becomes a most grave sin 

and drags us down into a multitude of other vices. 

Of course, obedience implies obedience to someone, and this is why Saint John of 

the Cross immediately follows up his first precaution with this second on the proper 

attitude with which one ought to relate to a superior. Addressing himself directly to 

religious women, he is able to speak of a particular, canonical superior to whom formal 

obedience is obligated by vow. For the person in the world, lacking such a formal, 

Church-sanctioned system of oversight, the spirit of the second precaution must be lived 

out in a different manner. Just because one is a lay man or woman does not mean that 
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God does not manifest His will through the people and circumstances of one’s life. Here 

then are a few useful principles that one ought to follow. Firstly, in all one’s actions, one 

must call to mind frequently Who it is who is both the source of our abilities and toward 

Whose glory these abilities are to be directed. This act of humility places us obediently 

under God, Who is not just some vague cosmic will but an actual Trinity of Persons. 

Secondly, always prayerfully consider in your discernment whether such-and-such a 

work or project is in obedient accord with God’s will for your life and your own personal 

role in the economy of salvation. As valuable as a work may seem to be, if it draws you 

away from the duties with which you have been entrusted, out of excessive zeal or a 

desire for greater novelty or personal satisfaction, then it is most offensive to God. It may 

be that at some point in your life, Our Lord will ask you to serve Him in some new 

manner or new capacity, but your service to Him will be more beautiful, not less, if 

before setting out you carefully take the time to prayerfully discern whether the call you 

feel is a genuine holy inspiration or a mere impulse of the prideful appetites. Thirdly, one 

should seek in humility the honest counsel of trusted advisors before embarking on any 

new project or course in life, in accord with the gravity of the action being considered. 

This might be a confessor or spiritual director, especially if it concerns apostolic works, 

but it may also, and under some circumstances, be obliged to be, a spouse, a mentor, or a 

trusted friend or friends. Honestly embarked upon, this constitutes a living act of humility 

that is a most potent spiritual weapon against the wiles of the devil. By placing at least a 

portion of the control of one’s life in the hands of those whom God, for that very purpose, 

has placed in our lives, we do violence to our unhealthy egotism and make acts of faith, 

trust, and surrender to God’s providential care for our lives.  
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Obedience is the foundation of humility, but as Saint John of the Cross explains in 

his third precaution, it is a foundation that must be built upon and expanded to encompass 

our entire lives and our relations with others. Pride and rivalry kill charity, which is the 

lifeblood of the Body of Christ. Therefore, at all time and places, you must, as John says, 

“seek with all your heart to humble yourself in word and deed, rejoicing in the good of 

others as if it were your own, desiring that they be given precedence over you in all 

things; and this you should do whole-heartedly. You will thereby overcome evil with 

good, banish the devil, and possess a happy heart.” John’s counsel to us here is simply an 

echo of Jesus’ own parable about seeking out the lowest place at the banquet table. 

Humility frees us to love God and love our neighbor unselfishly, drives away the devil, 

allows us to honestly examine our own failings and manifest them to our confessors and 

spiritual directors, and purifies our souls in preparation to receive the inflowing action of 

God’s grace. 

 

V. The Flesh 

Once I watched a television program on drug addiction, and a doctor whom they 

were interviewing on the neurological effects of heroin use stated that the first high that 

heroin addicts experience is the best that they will ever have. After that first high, they 

spend the rest of their lives in a futile effort to replicate it, experiencing less and less 

pleasure, yet with a stronger and stronger compulsion, every subsequent time they shoot 

up. 

If this sounds tragic and irrational, it is because it is. Yet the same dynamic exists 

in our souls when we allow the allurements of the flesh to draw us away from God. It is 
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certainly easy to understand why men and women fall into this trap. The delights of the 

flesh offer what appear to be immediate rewards, while the good things of God are often 

shrouded in obscurity and suffering, held in trust until we can enjoy them safely for all 

eternity. Faith and reason tell us that the royal road to heaven is the only wise course by 

which one ought to walk, but we go through life surrounded by tantalizing inducements 

to turn away from this path and chase after baubles. Yet this is folly. Abandoning God to 

run after the world and its delights is even more tragic, addictive, and self-destructive 

than shooting heroin. This is why Saint John of the Cross states that of the three enemies, 

the flesh, which he also terms one’s own self and sensuality, “is the most tenacious, and 

its attacks continue as long as the old self lasts.” His three precautions against this enemy 

are aimed against three principal delights after which we tend to chase: the delight we 

find in other people, the delight we find in work and created things, and the delight we 

take in spiritual satisfactions. 

“The first precaution is to understand that you have come to the monastery so that 

all may fashion you and try you.” This declaration by Saint John of the Cross is 

something of a favorite among Carmelites; in another place he uses the word “chisel” to 

express the same idea, and we who live in community have all experienced what this is 

like. One calls to mind Saint Thérèse and her struggle to not lose it with the sister behind 

her in choir who would spend her time of mental prayer grinding her dentures together. 

Putting up with disagreeable or irritating persons or behaviors, however, is more than 

simply a training in patience and how to live with others, though it certainly is that. 

Embracing the disagreeable words, deeds, and thoughts of others as something put into 

our lives by God helps to keep us from chasing after the delight we find in other people, 
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and from valuing those souls according to the pleasure they bring to us. There is a 

modern-day maxim, “Use things, love people; not the other way around,” and this is a 

rather good rule of thumb. When we place the desire of our hearts solely in God, then the 

love we have for our neighbor will not be contingent on the pleasure we take in their 

company, and by embracing our neighbors with the unconditionality and patience of 

divine love, we wean ourselves off the destructive pursuit of sensual pleasures. 

This same dynamic holds true in the second precaution against the flesh. “You 

should never give up your works because of a want of satisfaction or delight in them, if 

they are fitting for the service of God. Neither should you carry out these works merely 

because of the satisfaction or delight they accord you, but you should do them just as you 

would the disagreeable ones.” The things in this world, be they objects, works, 

experiences, or what have you, are not here to be enjoyed for their own sake. That way of 

thinking leads to damnation. We are commanded to deal with them in such a way that the 

entirety of our desire remains fixed in God. By looking only to His will, and mortifying 

our fleshy delight or repugnance for created things, we escape their snares and proceed in 

freedom toward union with God. 

In the famous sketch by Saint John of the Cross, two short paths ascend Mount 

Carmel without reaching its summit. One of these is labeled “goods of earth”, which we 

have just discussed. The other is labeled “goods of heaven”, and it is against these that 

Saint John of the Cross leaves us with his final precaution. “The interior person should 

never set eyes on the pleasant feelings found in spiritual exercises, becoming attached to 

them and carrying out these practices only for the sake of their satisfaction. Nor should 

such a person run from the bitterness that may be found in them, but rather seek the 
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arduous and distasteful and embrace it. By this practice, sensuality is held in check; 

without this practice you will never lose self-love or gain the love of God.” Spiritual 

delight is a subtler narcotic than the more obvious fleshy comforts and pleasures, but it is 

not for that reason any less sensual or destructive. In the opening chapters of The Dark 

Night, Saint John of the Cross delineates how the seven capital vices are present in 

spiritual beginners who have not yet entered into the passive purification that is worked 

by the Holy Spirit in preparation for union with God. He spends the greatest length 

writing about spiritual lust and spiritual gluttony. This is a deeply entrenched enemy that 

can only be definitively dislodged by the action of God in our souls. Nevertheless, we 

must do all that we can to prepare the ground and mortify our inordinate appetites for 

sweetness and consolation in prayer. 

 

VI. Conclusion 

Saint Margaret Mary Alacoque was once given a vision of a cross covered 

entirely with roses. She heard these words spoken to her by Our Lord: “Behold the bed of 

my chaste spouses on which I shall make thee taste all the delights of my pure love. Little 

by little these flowers will drop off, and nothing will remain but the thorns, which are 

hidden because of thy weakness. Nevertheless, thou shalt feel the pricks of these thorns 

so keenly that thou wilt need all the strength of my love to bear the pain.” 

With Saint John of the Cross, we see almost the mirror image of this process 

unfold. John presents us with the stark wood of the Cross, making no bones about the true 

cost of discipleship. Yet as we gaze at the Cross in the eyes of faith, encountering the 

truth of it as we listen to the Mystical Doctor’s teaching, its rude wood is slowly 



Br. Joseph of the Holy Family, OCD 

Monastery of Our Lady of Mount Carmel 

Washington, DC 

 

17 

transformed beneath our gaze into the secret and narrow gate leading into the delightful, 

verdant, well-ordered garden of the Bridegroom and the Bride, overflowing with choice 

fruits, fragrant odors, and pure, refreshing waters. 


