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Introduction

J
eanne Guyon (1648–1717) was a Christian 

contemplative and writer. Being contemplative 

refers to what is sacredly obscure or secret, 

something that is remote from human comprehen-

sion. It reflects the search for a deeper spiritual 

life, for fellowship and oneness with the omni-

scient, omnipotent God who is also our Father.

 Jeanne Guyon’s commentary on Song of Songs 

is an allegory of the relationship between Christ 

and His bride, in which the bride stands for the 

individual believer rather than the church as a 

whole. It depicts the believer’s journey from spiri-

tual infancy to mature faith and unity with God 

through Jesus Christ.

 The author wrote from the depth of her 

own spiritual experiences. Growing up in France 

during the decadent times of Louis XIV, she was 

devout at an early age, but was then caught up 

in the worldliness around her. After an arranged 
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marriage at age fi fteen, she became increasingly 

interested in spiritual things; and, for the rest 

of her life, she continued to seek God diligently, 

teach others, and write books on Christian devo-

tion. These books have become Christian clas-

sics.

 Yet Jeanne Guyon paid a heavy price for her 

views and her writings. Throughout her life, she 

underwent various trials, including persecution 

and imprisonment for her beliefs. Her commen-

tary on Song of Songs is the very book that was 

used to sentence her to prison!

 Jeanne Guyon wrote this allegorical work for 

all believers who sincerely want to attain oneness 

with God. In many ways, this commentary may 

also be viewed as a picture of the growth of her 

own relationship with God, of her devotion to Him 

in the midst of the losses, illnesses, trials, and 

persecutions that she endured throughout her 

life.

 Jeanne Guyon used the Vulgate Bible transla-

tion. Therefore, minor text alterations have been 

made to match the King James Version, which is 

used throughout this edition. Also, many of her 

lengthy footnotes, which she derived from one of 

her previous works, The Justifi cations, have been 

incorporated into the text for easier reading. Her 

footnotes containing quotations from other authors 

have been cited and included in the body of the 

text as well.

 For continuity, Scripture references in this edi-

tion are cited as Song of Songs, rather than Song 

of Solomon, as is generally used in the King James 

Version.



The Betrothal





11 

Chapter One

The Betrothal
Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth.

—Song of Songs 1:2

S
ong of Songs begins with an announcement 

of what is to be its conclusion and, as it were, 

the reward and perfection of the spouse: “the 

kisses of his mouth.”

 This kiss, which the soul desires of her God, is 

a real, permanent, and lasting possession of her 

Divine Object. It is the spiritual marriage of the 

soul with her Maker. To make the nature of this 

spiritual marriage clear, it is necessary for me to 

explain that there are two kinds of unions with 

God. One is what I call the union of the powers, 

that is, the union of the faculties of the soul with 

God. The other is essential union, and this is 

what I mean by the spiritual marriage. Either of 
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these two unions may be transitory, and for a few 

moments only, or permanent and lasting.

 It is the vision of consummation, or essential 

union, that induces the spouse to ask, in the fi rst 

place, for the kisses of His mouth. However, it is 

the last thing she will receive, and that only after 

having undergone many a trial and many a toil.

 So you may begin to comprehend the process 

through which the spouse will arrive at essential 

union, the spiritual progress that is depicted in 

Song of Songs, a further explanation of the con-

cepts of the union of the powers and essential 

union is needed. Therefore, let me fi rst describe 

the union of the powers in more detail. This 

occurs when God unites the soul to Himself, but 

very superfi cially; it is more properly a contact 

than a union. The soul is nevertheless united to 

the personal Trinity, according to the different 

effects that are characteristic of each member. 

However, it is as if this union is made to the dis-

tinct persons of the Trinity, rather than to God in 

His essential oneness. And it seems to be accom-

plished by an intermediate action, instead of a 

direct one. This initial union serves both as a 

means and an end. The soul rests in the union 

that it then experiences, without supposing that 

there is anything beyond it.

 This union is accomplished, in order, in all 

the faculties of the soul (the understanding, the 

memory, and the will). It is sometimes perceived 

in one or two of them according to the plans 

of God, and at other times is seen in all three 

together. Again, this constitutes the joining of the 

soul to the distinct persons of the Holy Trinity.
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When the union is in the understanding alone, it 

is a union of pure intellect and is attributed to 

Jesus as a distinct person.

 When the union is in the memory, effected by 

an absorption of the soul into God and a pro-

found forgetfulness of oneself, it is attributed to 

the Father as a distinct person.

 And when it takes place in the will alone, by a 

loving joy, without sight or knowledge of anything 

else, it is a union of love and is attributed to the 

Holy Spirit as a distinct person. This latter is the 

most perfect of all, because it comes closer than 

any other to essential union and is generally the 

road by which the soul arrives at it.

 All these unions are divine embraces, but they 

are not the kisses of His mouth. The union of the 

powers is a union of betrothal; it implies the affec-

tion of the heart, caresses, and mutual presents, 

as is the case with the betrothed, but not the full 

enjoyment of her Love.

 However, essential union, or the kisses of His 

mouth, is the spiritual marriage, where there is 

a union of essence and a communication of sub-

stance—where God takes the soul for a spouse 

and unites Himself to it, no longer by persons nor 

by any act or means, but directly, reducing all into 

unity and possessing it in His own unity.

 Returning to our Scripture text, Song of Songs 

1:2, we may therefore understand that essential 

union, or real and perfect possession, is what is 

meant by “the kisses of his mouth.” This union is 

an enjoyment that is neither barren nor unfruit-

ful, since it encompasses nothing less than the 

communication of the Word of God to the soul.
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 We must remember that God is all “mouth,” 

as He is all Word, and that the application of the 

Divine Mouth to the soul is the perfect enjoyment 

and consummation of the marriage by which the 

communication of God Himself, and of His Word, 

is made to the soul.

 This is what may be called the apostolic state, 

in which the soul is not only espoused but fruit-

ful. God, as mouth, is for some time united to 

the soul before rendering her fruitful through His 

own fertility.

 There are some who maintain that this union 

cannot take place until the next life. But I am con-

fi dent that it may be attained in this life, with this 

reservation: that here we possess without seeing, 

but there we will see what we possess.

 Consequently, I believe that, while the sight 

of God will add to our glory in heaven, without 

which it would be incomplete, it does not, nev-

ertheless, constitute essential blessedness. For, 

we are happy from the moment we receive the 

Supreme Good, and can receive and enjoy Him 

without seeing Him. We enjoy Him here in the 

night of faith, where we have the pleasure of enjoy-

ment without the satisfaction of sight. In heaven, 

we will have the clear vision of God in addition to 

the happiness of possessing Him. But this pres-

ent blindness hinders neither the true possession 

nor the genuine enjoyment of our Beloved, nor the 

consummation of the divine marriage, any more 

than it does the real communication of the Word 

to the soul.

 All this is more real than can be expressed, as 

will be testifi ed by every person who has experi-

enced it. And in the fact that God, in the spiritual 
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marriage, possesses the soul without interrup-

tion, we may note the difference between essential 

union and every other kind. 

 We can enjoy being united to another person 

only during certain times, because the other 

person is external; but the enjoyment of God is 

permanent and lasting because it is within. Since 

God is our fi nal goal, the soul can incessantly 

pour itself into Him as into its Goal and Center, 

to be mingled and transformed there without ever 

coming out again—that is, unless it should fall 

away and be rejected by God. It is the same way 

with a river, which is composed of water derived 

from the sea, but is quite distinct from it. When 

it fi nds itself away from its source, it endeavors 

in various ways to reach the ocean; and when it 

has done so, it loses and mixes itself in it—just as 

it was mixed with the ocean before it left it—and 

can no longer be distinguished from it.

 It is to be observed further that God, in cre-

ating us, made us participants of His being and 

fi t to be reunited with Him. At the same time, 

He bestowed upon us a tendency toward such a 

reunion. He has imparted a similar trait to the 

human body in respect to man in a state of inno-

cence, drawing it from man himself, so that He 

might give man an inclination to union in mar-

riage that is similar to his inclination to union 

with his Creator. But as this takes place between 

whole, physical beings, the union can only be 

material and very restricted, because it occurs 

between solid and impenetrable bodies.

 This may be illustrated by the attempt to unite 

two metals of very different qualities by fusing 

them together. They never can be perfectly united 
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because of their dissimilitude, but the nearer alike 

the two metals are, the more readily they mix. On 

the other hand, mix two glasses of water, and the 

two immediately become so mingled that they are 

indistinguishable. Therefore, the soul, being per-

fectly spiritual in its character, is altogether fi t to 

be united, mingled, and transformed in its God.

 Consider another example, the union of salt 

and water. When a lump of rock salt is thrown 

into water, there is union between the two because 

they are united on all sides. But when the salt 

is liquifi ed, dissolved, and vanished, then there is 

union and mixture.

 There may be a union without any intermix-

ture; such is the union of the powers. But the 

intermingling is the essential union, and this 

union is absolute. All is in all.

 It is only to God that the soul can be united 

in this way, because such is its nature by cre-

ation. This union is what the apostle Paul called 

being “changed into the same image” (2 Corinthi-

ans 3:18), and what the Savior called “oneness.” 

(See John 17:11, 21.)

 This oneness, therefore, takes place when the 

soul loses its own existence to exist only in God. 

I mean this in a spiritual sense, in the loss of all 

self-glorifi cation and through a loving and perfect 

sinking of the soul into Him. I do not mean that 

essential stripping of intrinsic existence implied 

in the hypostatic union.1 What I am referring to 

may be illustrated by a drop of water falling into 

a cup of wine. It loses its own appropriate form 

1 Hypostatic union: the union of the divine and human 

natures in Christ.
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and character, and is apparently changed into 

wine; but its being and substance always remain 

entirely distinct, so that, if it were the will of God, 

an angel could at any time separate the individual 

drop. In the same way, the soul can always be 

separated from God, though with great diffi culty.

 This, then, is the lofty and intimate union that 

the spouse in verse two so pressingly demands at 

the hand of the Bridegroom. She asks it of Him 

as though she were addressing another, in an 

impetuous outburst of love, giving vent to her pas-

sion without particular thought as to whom she 

is speaking. “Let him kiss me,” she says, since 

He can do it, but let it be with the kisses of His 

mouth; no other union can make me content; that 

alone can satisfy all my desires, and that is what 

I demand.

Verses 2b, 3a:

For thy love is better than wine. Because of the 

savour of thy good ointments.

 Your nourishment, O God, with which You 

nourish souls in their beginnings, is so sweet and 

pleasant that it renders Your children, and even 

those who still have need of it, stronger than the 

stoutest men who are drinkers of wine. It is so fra-

grant that, by its charming perfume, it attracts 

those souls who are fortunate enough to perceive 

it. It is also like precious “ointments” that heal 

every interior wound. Ah! If this is so, even at the 

outset, what delights will there not be in the nup-

tial kisses, the kisses of His mouth?
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Verse 3b:

Thy name is as ointment poured forth, there-

fore do the virgins love thee.

 Perceptible grace is signifi ed in this verse by 

the name of the Bridegroom. It penetrates the 

whole soul so powerfully with the sweetness that 

God sends to the souls He intends to fi ll with His 

love, that it is truly like an “ointment poured forth,” 

which extends and imperceptibly increases, pro-

portionately, as it is poured out more and more. 

It has so excellent an aroma that the young soul 

fi nds herself wholly penetrated by its power and 

sweetness. 

 This takes place without force and with so 

much pleasure that the soul, still young and 

feeble, allows herself to be carried away by these 

innocent charms. This is the way God causes 

Himself to be loved by young hearts, who are not 

as yet capable of loving except for the sake of 

the pleasure they experience in loving. It was by 

a stream of this oil of gladness that the Father 

anointed the Son above His fellows (see Psalm 

45:7), who will share His glory with Him.

Verse 4a:

Draw me, we will run after thee.

 This young lover pleads with the Bridegroom to 

draw her by the center of her soul, as if she were 

not satisfi ed with the sweetness of the balsam 

that has been poured forth among her faculties. 

For she already comprehends, through the grace 
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of the Bridegroom who continually draws her with 

more and more force, that there is an enjoyment of 

Himself more noble and more intimate than that 

which she at present shares. This is what gives 

rise to her present request.

 “Draw me,” says she, into the most interior 

chambers of my soul, that my faculties and senses 

may all run to You by this deeper, though less 

perceptible, course. “Draw me,” O Divine Lover, 

and “we will run after thee” by contemplation that 

causes us to perceive the divine force by which 

You draw us toward You. In running, we will be 

guided by a certain scent, perceived by virtue of 

your attraction. This is the aroma of the ointment 

You have already poured forth to heal the evil 

that sin has caused in our faculties, and to purify 

our senses from the corruption that has entered 

there. We will even outrun this scent to reach You, 

the center of our bliss.

 This excellent perfume leads to the prayer of 

contemplation, because the senses, as well as the 

faculties, all run after its aroma, which causes 

them to taste with delight that the Lord is good. 

(See Psalm 34:8.)

Verse 4b:

The king hath brought me into his chambers: 

we will be glad and rejoice in thee, we will 

remember thy love more than wine: the upright 

love thee.

 The soul has no sooner manifested her desire 

to pass by all others that she may run to Him, 
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than, to recompense her for a love already some-

what purifi ed, He causes her to enter into His 

divine store chambers. This is a greater grace 

than any she has received up to this point, for she 

has been in a transient union in the faculties, or 

powers.

 When the heart of a person displays suffi cient 

fi delity to be willing to dispense with all the gifts 

of God that it may reach God Himself, He takes 

pleasure in showering upon it a profusion of the 

very gifts it did not seek; but He removes them 

with indignation from those who prefer them to 

seeking Him alone.

 It was a knowledge of this that caused the 

royal prophet to urge all men to “seek the LORD, 

and his strength: seek his face evermore” (Psalm 

105:4), as though he were saying: “Do not stop at 

the graces or gifts of God, which are only as the 

rays that issue from His face, but which are not 

Himself. Mount up to His very throne and seek 

Him there. ‘Seek his face evermore’ until you are 

so blessed as to fi nd it.”

 Then, says the spouse, transported with joy 

at the inexpressible secret revealed to her, then, 

when we are in You, O God, “we will be glad and 

rejoice in thee, we will remember thy love more 

than wine.” That is, the remembrance of having 

preferred the Bridegroom over everything else will 

be the height of her joy and pleasure. She has 

already chosen the sweetness of His milk over 

the wine of the pleasures of this world. That is 

why she says, “We will remember your love more 
than wine.” Here she chooses God in preference 

to His spiritual consolations and the transports of 
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grace, which she experienced while drawing nour-

ishment from Him.

 She adds, “The upright love thee,” to signify 

that true uprightness, which leads the soul to 

dispense with all the pleasures of earth and the 

enjoyments of heaven, to be lost in God, is what 

constitutes pure and perfect love. Truly, O my 

God, none but those who live uprightly can love 

You as You deserve to be loved!

Verse 5:

I am black, but comely, O ye daughters of 
Jerusalem, as the tents of Kedar, as the cur-

tains of Solomon.

 As the greatest graces of God tend always to 

produce in us a deeper knowledge of what we are, 

and as they would not come from Him if they did 

not give, in their degree, a certain taste of the 

misery of created beings, so it is with this soul. 

Scarcely has she emerged from the store cham-

bers of the King before she discovers that she is 

“black.”
 We say to her, What is this blackness, O you 

incomparable maiden? Tell us, we beg you.

 I am black, she answers, because I perceive, 

by the light of my Divine Sun, hosts of defects, of 

which I was never aware until now; I am black, 

because I am not yet cleansed of self. But, never-

theless, I am as beautiful as the “tents of Kedar.”2 

2 Tents of Kedar: Kedar apparently refers to a tribe that was 

named after Kedar, Abraham’s grandson through Ishmael. 

The people were nomads in the northern part of the Arabian 

Desert, living in tents and raising sheep, goats, and camels.
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For this knowledge of what I am, which comes 

through personal experience, is extremely pleas-

ing to my Bridegroom, and induces Him to visit 

me as a place of rest. I am beautiful because, 

having no voluntary stain, my Spouse renders me 

fair with His own beauty. The blacker I am in my 

own eyes, the fairer I am in His. I am as beauti-

ful, too, “as the curtains of Solomon.” The curtains 

of the Divine Solomon are the holy humanity that 

conceals the Word of God made fl esh. I am as 

beautiful as His curtains, for He has made me 

a partaker of His beauty in this way: that as 

the holy humanity concealed the Divinity, so my 

apparent blackness hides the greatness of God’s 

workings in my soul.

She adds, I am black also from the crosses 

and persecutions that attack me from outside; 

but I am as attractive as the curtains of Sol-

omon, because blackness and the Cross make 

me like Him. I am black because outward weak-

nesses (not sins) appear in me, but I am beautiful, 

because my intention is pure within.

Verse 6:

Look not upon me, because I am black, because 

the sun hath looked upon me: my mother’s chil-

dren were angry with me; they made me the 

keeper of the vineyards; but mine own vine-

yard have I not kept.

 Why is it that the betrothed asks them not to 

look upon her in her blackness? She asks this 

because as she is now entering into the state of 

faith and is being robbed of perceptible grace, she 

is losing by degrees the sweet vigor that led her 
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so easily to the practice of virtue and made her 

externally so beautiful.

 When the soul still felt the full power of the 

divine grace upon her, her imperfections appeared 

to be destroyed; but, as the work of purifi cation 

goes on, the virtues sink deep into the soul, dis-

appearing from the surface and leaving the natu-

ral defects in conspicuous prominence.

 The effects of winter upon plant life seem to me 

to present a living and truthful image of this oper-

ation of God. As the season of cold and storms 

approaches, the trees gradually lose their leaves, 

their vivid green is soon changed into a funeral 

brown, and they fall and die. The trees now look 

stripped and desolate; the loss of their summer 

garments brings to light all the irregularities and 

defects in their surfaces, which had previously 

been hidden from view. It is not that they have 

contracted any new deformity; not at all, every-

thing was there before but was hidden by their 

abundant foliage. Therefore, a person in the time 

of his purifi cation appears stripped of his virtues; 

but, as the tree, in the preservation of its sap, 

retains that which produces its leaves, so the soul 

is not deprived of the essence of virtue, nor of 

any secure advantage, but only of a certain exter-

nal facility in the display of its possessions. The 

person who is plundered and naked in this way 

appears in his own eyes, and in those of others, to 

have all the defects of nature that were previously 

concealed by the foliage of perceptible grace.

 During the entire winter the trees appear dead; 

they are not so in reality, but, on the contrary, 

are submitting to a process that preserves and 

strengthens them. For what is the effect of winter? 
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It contracts their exteriors, so that the sap is 

not uselessly expended, and it concentrates their 

strength on the root, so that new roots are pushed 

out and old ones are strengthened and nourished 

and forced deeper into the soil. We may say then, 

that however dead the tree may appear in its non-

essential qualities (if we may be allowed to apply 

this expression to its leaves), it was never more 

alive in its essentials. And it is expressly during 

winter that the source and principle of its life 

are more fi rmly established. During the other sea-

sons, it employs the whole force of its sap in 

adorning and beautifying itself at the expense of 

its roots.

 It is the same way in the economy of grace. 

God takes away that which is “nonessential” in 

virtue so that He may strengthen the principle of 

the virtues. The virtues are still practiced by the 

soul, though in an exceedingly hidden way; and in 

humility, pure love, absolute abandonment, denial 

of self, and the other virtues, the soul makes solid 

progress. It is through this process that the oper-

ation of God seems to tarnish the soul on the 

exterior; in actuality, it indicates no new defects 

in the soul, but only an uncovering of the old ones 

so that, by being openly exposed, they may be 

better healed.

 Therefore, the spouse, not being able any 

longer to perform her previous acts because God 

requires something else of her, seems to have 

fallen back into a state of nature. Yet it only 

appears this way to those who are not enlight-

ened, and it is for this reason that she exclaims, 

I implore you, my friends and companions who 

have not yet arrived at so interior a point, you who 
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are still in the fi rst experiences of the spiritual 

life, do not judge me because I am dark-colored 

externally, nor because of my outward defects, 

real or apparent. For they do not occur from a 

lack of love and courage, as is the case with souls 

when they are fi rst starting out, but because my 

Divine Sun “hath looked upon me” with His con-

stant, burning beams and has changed my color. 

He has taken away my natural complexion so that 

I might have only the kind of complexion that His 

fi ery fervor would give me. It is the force of love, 

she says, and not its departure, that dries up and 

tans my skin.

Consider how fi re blackens wood before con-

suming it. It is the approach of the fi re, and not its 

removal, that blackens the wood. Wood may also 

be discolored by moisture, but it is then far less fi t 

to be burned and may even be made so wet that it 

will not burn at all. Such is the blackness of those 

who depart from You, O God, and go whoring from 

You. (See Psalm 73:27.) They will all perish, but 

this is not the case with our spouse. She is ren-

dered dark complected by an overfl ow of love; God 

intends to perfect her in Himself by cleansing her 

of everything opposed to His own purity. 

The spouse continues speaking to her friends 

and companions. This blackness, she says, is an 

advance, not a relapse; but it is not a progress for 

you to imitate at your tender age, for the black-

ness that you would give yourselves would be 

a defect. To be right, it must only proceed from 

the Sun of Righteousness, who, for His own glory 

and the highest good of the soul, burns up and 

destroys that dazzling outward complexion that 

was a source of blindness to the soul—though a 



26

 Song of the Bride

cause of great admiration to those around, to the 

great injury of the Bridegroom’s glory.

“My mother’s children,” seeing me black, 

sought to compel me to resume my active life and 

to direct my attention to the exterior, instead of 

devoting myself to the destruction of my interior 

passions. They strove against me for a long while, 

and, in the end, not being able to resist them, I 

yielded to their desires. But, in attending to these 

outward and foreign things, “mine own vineyard 

have I not kept,” which is my interior, where my 

God dwells. To that vineyard belongs my whole 

care, and it is the only vineyard I ought to keep. 

Moreover, since I have not kept my own vineyard, 

since I have been inattentive to the voice of my 

God, I have been still less faithful in guarding 

those of others.

 This is the persecution that souls are ordinar-

ily subjected to, once it is perceived that their con-

stant introversion causes them to neglect some 

external thing. The soul is entirely turned inward 

and, therefore, is not able to apply herself to 

the correction of certain trifl ing defects that the 

Bridegroom will Himself remedy in due time.

Verse 7:

Tell me, O thou whom my soul loveth, where 

thou feedest, where thou makest thy flock to 

rest at noon: for why should I be as one that 

turneth aside by the flocks of thy compan-

ions?

 “O thou whom my soul loveth!” exclaims this 

poor betrothed one, who has been obliged to leave 

the sweet occupation within, to become engaged 
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in external matters of the lowest description. O 

You whom I love all the more, the more I fi nd my 

love thwarted; ah, show me where You feed your 

fl ocks, and with what food You satisfy the souls 

who are so blessed as to be under your care! We 

know that when You were upon the earth, Your 

meat and drink were to do the will of Your Father 

(see John 4:34); and now Your meat is that Your 

friends do Your will. You still feed Your followers 

with Yourself, revealing to them Your infi nite per-

fections so that they may love You more fervently. 

And the more You are revealed, the more they 

seek to know, that they always may be able to love 

You more and more. 

 Tell me also, she pursues, where You repose “at 

noon.” By this analogy, she intends to convey the 

vehemence of pure love, desiring to learn, from its 

Author and Master, of what it consists. She does 

this for fear that she may perhaps wander into 

some human path, though under the semblance 

of spirituality. She is also afraid that she may be 

misled and may minister to self-love at the very 

moment that she is persuaded that she has no 

other motivation except pure love and the glory of 

God alone. 

 She is right to fear a mistake that involves 

such important consequences, and which is too 

common among the fl ocks of the church. This 

mistake occurs whenever people are guided by 

spiritual advisers whom Jesus Christ has truly 

rendered His companions, associating them with 

Himself in the teaching of souls. However, not 

being dead to themselves nor crucifi ed to the 

world with Him, they do not teach their pupils 

to deny themselves and to be crucifi ed and dead 
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in everything, in order to live to God alone, that 

Christ may live in them. Therefore, it happens 

that, since both teachers and pupils are living 

extremely carnal and self-gratifying lives, their 

paths are also exceedingly human. Consequently, 

they are liable to turn aside here and there, fre-

quently changing their loyalties and their guides, 

without ever arriving at anything solid. 

 This wandering arises from their failure to 

consult with care the maxims and example of 

Jesus Christ and to apply to Him by prayer to 

obtain from Him what He alone can grant us. It 

is for this reason that this beloved soul, being 

well instructed, implores with so much earnest-

ness the knowledge of His Word, with which He 

feeds souls, as well as faithfulness to follow His 

example. For she knows that these alone, with the 

help of grace, can prevent her from going astray.

 We are too often stopped by created methods, 

however religious. God alone can teach us to do 

His will, for He alone is our God. (See Psalm 

143:10.) Consider what John of the Cross3 said:

A father has caused various dishes to be 

placed upon the table, some far more delicious 

than others. One of the children has taken 

a fancy to the dish that stands nearest him, 

though it is far from the best, and requests 

to be helped from it because of his liking for 

it. The father perceives that if he were to give 

him a far better one he would reject it, his 

3 Ascent of Mount Carmel, Book ii, ch. 21. John of the Cross 

(1542–1591) was a Spanish-born Christian mystic and poet 

who was the author of several works including The Dark 

Night of the Soul.
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mind being set upon that which he sees before 

him; and so, lest he should remain hungry 

and discouraged, he reluctantly grants him 

his request. Thus God granted the prayer of 

the Israelites for a king; it was not what He 

would have chosen for them, nor what they 

needed, but it was what their hearts were set 

upon having.

 The spouse also asks Jesus to conduct her to 

His Father, since He is the Way that leads there. 

As the bosom of the Father is the place where He 

rests in the culmination of His glory, and in the 

full light of eternity, she desires to be lost in God 

with Jesus His Son, to be hidden there and to rest 

there forever. And though she does not say this 

explicitly, she leads us to understand it distinctly 

enough by what she says afterwards: “Why should 

I be as one that turneth aside,” as I have done? In 

the bosom of the Father I will be perfectly secure; 

I will never again be deceived; and what is far 

better, I will sin no more. 

Verse 8:

If thou know not, O thou fairest among women, 

go thy way forth by the footsteps of the flock, 

and feed thy kids beside the shepherds’ tents.

 In this verse, the Bridegroom replies to His 

bride; and to prepare her for the grace that He 

desires to bestow, as well as to instruct her in 

the use of what she has already received, He gives 

her a most important direction: “If thou know not,” 

He says, “go thy way forth.” He means that she 
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cannot know the Divine Object of her love, how-

ever passionately she may desire it, unless she 

fi rst knows herself, for acknowledging the noth-

ingness of mankind enables us to conceptualize 

the “all” of God. But as the spiritual insight neces-

sary for discovering man’s abyss of nothingness 

exists only in the all of God, He directs her to go 

forth. From where? From herself. How? By apply-

ing abandonment and faithfulness to everything, 

permitting herself no natural satisfaction and no 

life in self or any other person.

 Let us note here that our spouse, far from fall-

ing into open sin, does not even indulge herself 

in innocent recreations. A soul who has enjoyed 

God in an unspeakable degree has acquired too 

refi ned a taste to be pleased any longer with 

earthly things. Those who leave Him and permit 

themselves to be guilty of offenses against Him 

are those who sought Him only for His delights, 

not for Himself; when He takes these delights 

away, such people seek their pleasure elsewhere. 

But God never abandons a soul who seeks Him 

for Himself alone, who fears, rather than desires, 

His favors, and who loves the Cross without fear-

ing it. 

 The souls who relapse and fall away do so 

because, in their fi rst deprivation, they seek a 

compensation in the pleasures of the senses—

which they at fi rst consider innocent—for the suf-

fering infl icted by God. Therefore, I have always 

strenuously insisted, in everything that He has 

permitted me to write, that the soul must allow 

itself to be consumed without seeking consola-

tion and to die without helping itself to a single 

breath.
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 This matter seems to me one of great conse-

quence. For almost every soul, upon arriving at 

this point, either turns back, seeking again its 

former activity in order to recover the enjoyment 

it has lost, or, what is far worse, follows its sen-

sual inclinations. And as the love the sould had 

for God was impure, sensual, and entirely selfi sh, 

when it no longer feels it, it indulges its senses in 

the delights of fallen man.

 As these people loved God solely for the grati-

fi cation it gave them, as Saint Francis de Sales4 

testifi ed of them, and not for Himself, the moment 

their pleasure ceases, they turn to those plea-

sures that are unlawful. Moreover, as their taste 

has been refi ned by their participation in spiritual 

enjoyments, they cannot now be satisfi ed without 

an infi nity of pleasure—nor are they then satis-

fi ed—but seek to stifl e their consciences and their 

constant remorse by a more unbridled license. 

Had they loved God with a pure affection, He 

never would have allowed them to fall in this 

way.

 Let me also add here that, in the beginning, 

when the soul is immersed in delights and heav-

enly consolations, it appears strong, but is in fact 

so exceedingly weak, that the least incidents dis-

tract it and cause it to commit a thousand faults. 

After the fi rst cleansing, or trial, called the “night 

of the senses” by John of the Cross, the soul is 

no longer subject to these frailties. So, regarding 

its dealings with every external thing in the order 

of God, it can walk about without being sullied, 

4 Saint Francis de Sales (1567–1622): Bishop of Geneva and 

writer.
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as formerly, by a thousand vain complacencies 

and self-seekings. I refer to external things in 

the order of God and according to His will, for it 

would be a very different matter if the soul were 

to amuse and divert itself. A soul who has reached 

this state of cleansing could not divert itself with-

out great pain and without an infi delity so much 

the more horrible since the soul had the greater 

power to avoid it.

 This is truly the most dangerous period of the 

whole spiritual life. If, upon the cessation of inte-

rior support, the soul turns to external sources of 

pleasure, even though it fi nds it diffi cult at fi rst, 

that way eventually grows more and more easy. 

It is a way of destruction for many a spiritual pil-

grim, and I have, therefore, in all my writings, 

constantly pointed it out. 

 I am speaking of the beginning of the night 

of the senses, and not when it has fully set in, 

for then there is scarcely anything to fear. And 

so, after total “death,” the soul becomes so con-

fi rmed in God that it can fi nd nothing satisfying 

in human things, nor can it fall, short of becom-

ing like Lucifer.

 To leave God after reaching this state would 

render a soul the most miserable in the universe. 

For, as it has tasted the joy unspeakable of the 

divine union, it cannot with its utmost exertion 

derive any pleasure from exterior sources. The 

now distant pleasures of the senses would seem 

so insipid in comparison with celestial delights 

that they would only redouble the soul’s torture. 

Such a soul must be, as it were, in hell. Having 

received in heaven a divine power and being now 
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cast out, it must either return to God, a very 

diffi cult thing, or must become worse than Satan 

himself. Such a person, of whom it is diffi cult 

to fi nd one, would, I think, become the most 

abandoned of men, and his depravity would 

be measured by the extent to which he had 

experienced the divine favor.

 We scarcely ever fi nd, then, a soul who has 

fallen in this way. However, among those who are 

just entering into the night of the senses, and 

who are not yet dead to self, nor established in 

God, we may see many who, no longer experienc-

ing the delights that they had sought rather than 

God, turn to human things for the enjoyment that 

they no longer fi nd in Him. But the pleasures they 

derive from this are so blunted that they must 

run to every excess to produce any emotion. It is 

a miracle when souls in this condition are con-

verted and return to God. For, as they have tasted 

the good things of God, and have abandoned Him, 

every motive that can be brought to bear upon 

them to bring them back is already familiar to 

them; they know it all, and it affects them no 

longer. This, it seems to me, is the meaning of 

what is declared in the Word:

For it is impossible for those who were once 

enlightened, and have tasted of the heavenly 

gift, and were made partakers of the Holy 

Ghost, and have tasted the good word of God, 

and the powers of the world to come, if they 

shall fall away, to renew them again unto 

repentance.  (Hebrews 6:4–6)
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 However, if falling away is diffi cult for souls in 

this stage, it is far more so, I might rather say 

almost impossible, for those in the subsequent 

ones; for they become, as it were, settled in a fi xed 

state. So great is the diffi culty of falling from this 

state, that it requires the pride of the devil him-

self and a maliciousness of purpose of which the 

soul, at this point, is far from capable. Still, it 

is, of course, possible, and I suppose there are 

some who, like the rebel angels, have been thrust 

headlong down from heaven into hell. (See Isaiah 

14:12–15; Luke 10:18.)

 Yet, after such a fall, the diffi culty of returning 

to God is greatly increased. It seems to me almost 

impossible, not from any opposition on the part 

of God, who always furnishes everyone with all 

essential means of salvation, but because of the 

wickedness in which such a soul is strengthen-

ing and confi rming itself. If I may speak after the 

manner of men, the loss of such a soul is more 

painful to God than that of a million others, and 

His former love for them is now the measure of His 

wrath.

 But, returning to the spouse, where is she to 

go forth? She is to enter into God by an absolute 

self-abandonment, where she will fi nd that “by 

him all things consist” (Colossians 1:17). He is All 

and is in all. Therefore, she herself, along with 

every other person, is merely nothingness.

 Now, nothingness deserves no esteem, because 

it has no good in it; neither does it merit love, for 

it is nothing. It is only worthy, on the contrary, 

of contempt and hatred because of its self-conceit 

and self-centeredness, which are entirely opposed 

to God and which have been implanted in it by 
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sin. If a person, then, aspires to divine union, he 

must be well persuaded of the all of God and his 

own nothingness. He must go forth from himself, 

feeling nothing but contempt and hatred for him-

self, that he may reserve all his esteem and love 

for God; and in this way, he may attain to union.

 This going forth from self by a perpetual aban-

donment of every selfi sh interest is the interior 

work that the heavenly Bridegroom prescribes for 

those who are sighing after the kisses of His 

mouth. He signifi es it to this soul by the single 

expression, “go thy way forth,” which is suffi cient 

to guide her inward course.

 Regarding her outward life, it is His will that 

she should neglect no part of her duty in the 

station in which He has placed her, a directive 

that implies infi nitely more than the most minute 

detail could do. And while she must follow the 

attraction of the Holy Spirit in all liberty regarding 

her inward life, He would also have her conform 

to the external usages of religion and be obedient 

to those in authority in her exterior life. This is 

what He expresses with the words: “go thy way 

forth by the footsteps of the fl ock,” that is to say, in 

the ordinary, common way, externally; and, “feed 

thy kids,” that is, the senses, “beside the shep-

herds’ tents.”

Verse 9:

I have compared thee, O my love, to a company 

of horses in Pharaoh’s chariots.

 The Bridegroom, knowing perfectly well that 

all the commendations that He lavishes on His 
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beloved, far from rendering her vain, only further 

her death to self, praises her in magnifi cent 

strains, that her love may be fed. “I have compared 

thee,” He says, “to a company of horses.” That is, I 

desire of you a course so swift and sure in Me that 

I can only compare your single soul to a whole 

company running toward Me with extreme rapid-

ity. I have compared you to My angels, and I will 

for you the same bliss that they enjoy: always to 

behold My face. (See Matthew 18:10.)

 He continues, Still, in order to better conceal 

such great things while you are upon the earth, 

I have made you externally as Pharaoh’s chari-

ots. Those who see you running so swiftly and, 

as it were, disorderly, will believe that you are 

in search of the pleasures, the vanities, and the 

numerous false gods of Egypt, or that you are 

busy in self-seeking, because of your eager haste. 

But you are running toward Me, and your race 

will end in Me alone; and nothing will prevent 

your safe arrival because of the strength and 

fi delity with which I have supplied you.

Verse 10:

Thy cheeks are comely with rows of jewels,5 

thy neck with chains of gold. 

 The cheeks signify both the interior and exte-

rior; they are as beautiful as a turtle dove’s. The 

dove is said to have this attribute, that when one 

of a pair dies, the other forever after remains 

5 In the Vulgate, “with rows of jewels” was translated, “as a 

turtle dove’s,” and that is the meaning Jeanne Guyon uses 

here.
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single, without seeking another mate. So the soul, 

separated from her God, can take no pleasure in 

any other person, either internally or externally. 

Internally, she is reduced to a solitude so much 

the more complete, in that, not fi nding the Bride-

groom, she cannot be occupied with anything 

else. Externally, everything is dead, so far as she 

is concerned; it is this very separation of the soul 

from every person and from everything that is not 

God that constitutes her beauty in the eyes of the 

Well Beloved.

 Her neck represents pure love, which is the 

greatest support left to her. But though she 

appears in a state of the greatest nakedness, she 

is still enriched by the practice of numberless vir-

tues, which, like jewels of great price, serve as 

an adornment. But without this adornment, love 

alone would render her perfectly beautiful, just as 

the neck of the bride, though stripped of jewels, is 

not deprived of beauty.

Verse 11:

We will make thee borders of gold with studs 

of silver.

 Although you are already very beautiful in 

your nakedness, the evidence of a pure heart and 

unfeigned love, we will still give you something 

further to set off your beauty: precious orna-

ments. These will represent your perfect submis-

sion to the will of the King of Glory.

 They will be of gold, to signify that, acting only 

from an exceedingly purifi ed love, you have only 

a single and pure regard for the good pleasure 
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and glory of God in everything you do or suffer for 

Him. Nevertheless, they will be inlaid with silver, 

because, however simple and pure love may be in 

itself, it must be made manifest externally, in the 

practice of good works and the most excellent vir-

tues.

 It is to be noted that the Divine Master takes 

special care in many passages to instruct His 

beloved pupil regarding the supreme purity He 

requires in the love of the spouse, and also in her 

faithfulness to neglect nothing in the service of 

the Well Beloved, or in helping her neighbor.

Verse 12:

While the king sitteth at his table, my spike-

nard sendeth forth the smell thereof.

 The spouse is not yet so unclothed but that she 

receives, from time to time, visits from her Well 

Beloved. But why do I call them visits? They are 

rather manifestations of Himself, experiences of 

His deep and central presence.

 The Holy Bridegroom is always in the center of 

the soul who is faithful to Him. He often dwells 

there in such a hidden way that she is almost 

always ignorant of her happiness, except at cer-

tain times when He is pleased to reveal Himself 

to the loving soul, who then perceives Him to be 

deeply and intimately present. Such is His con-

duct toward this, the purest of His followers, as 

is testifi ed by her words: “While the king,” He 

who reigns over and guides me as a sovereign, 

“sitteth at his table, my spikenard,” that is, my 

fragrant ointment, my faithfulness, “sendeth forth 
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the smell thereof ” so sweetly and pleasantly that 

He is obliged to reveal Himself to me. Now I rec-

ognize that He is reposing within me as on His 

royal couch, of which earlier I was ignorant; for 

although He was there, I did not know it.

Verse 13:

A bundle of myrrh is my wellbeloved unto me; 

he shall lie all night betwixt my breasts.

 When the bride, or rather the betrothed (for 

she is not yet a bride), has found her Bridegroom, 

she is so transported with joy that she is eager to 

be instantly united to Him. But the union of per-

petual enjoyment has not yet arrived. He is mine, 
she says; I cannot doubt that He gives Himself to 

me this moment, since I perceive it, but He is to 

me, as it were, “a bundle of myrrh.” He is not yet 

a Bridegroom whom I may embrace in the nuptial 

bed, but a bundle of crosses, pains, and mortifi -

cations; a bloody husband (see Exodus 4:25) and 

crucifi ed lover, who desires to test my faithfulness 

by making me a partaker of a good share of His 

sufferings, for this is the portion given to the soul 

at this period.

 As an evidence, however, of the progress of this 

already heroic soul, note that she does not say 

that her Well Beloved will give her the bundle of 

the Cross, but that He Himself is that bundle; for, 

she says, All my crosses will be those of my Well 

Beloved. 

 This bundle will be “betwixt my breasts” as an 

evidence that He will be a Bridegroom of bitter-

ness externally as well as within. External crosses 

are a small matter, if unaccompanied by those 
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that are internal, and the inward are rendered 

much more painful by the simultaneous presence 

of the outward. But though the soul perceives 

nothing but the Cross on every side, it is neverthe-

less her Well Beloved in the shape of the Cross; 

and He is never more present to her than in those 

seasons of bitterness, during which He dwells in 

the midst of her heart.

Verse 14:

My beloved is unto me as a cluster of camphire 

in the vineyards of Engedi.

 My beloved, continues the betrothed, is “as 
a cluster of camphire”  to me. She only partially 

expresses herself. It is as though she were saying: 

He is only near to me, for I do not have the bless-

edness of that intimate union by which He would 

dwell wholly in me and I in Him. He is neverthe-

less near to me, but as a cluster of camphire, 

since it is He alone who gives an aroma and value 

to everything that is done by those who love Him. 

This cluster grows “in the vineyards of Engedi,” 
which are very beautiful, and the grapes of which 

are excellent.7 She compares her Well Beloved to 

the pleasant fragrance and excellent qualities of 

balsam, and to the delight and strength of wine. 

Through these images, she expresses that those 

who have learned from the interior enjoyment of 

6 Camphire: henna, a small, thorny shrub with beautiful 

white fl owers that hang in clusters and are very fragrant.
7 Engedi: a major oasis along the west coast of the Dead Sea, 

35 miles southeast of Jerusalem. It was known for its rich 

vegetation, owing to its warm springs.
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God to put their pleasure in Him, can no longer 

fi nd delight in anything else and that we no sooner 

seek any other source of satisfaction than we lose 

that which is divine.

Verse 15:

Behold, thou art fair, my love; behold, thou 
art fair; thou hast doves’ eyes.

 The Well Beloved, seeing the readiness of the 

spouse to be crucifi ed and instructed by Him, 

is charmed with the luster of the beauty He has 

bestowed upon her. He caresses and praises her, 

calling her His fair one and His well beloved. 

“Behold, thou art fair, my love,” He says; “behold, 
thou art fair!”
 Sweet words! He refers to a double beauty, one 

external, the other internal; but, He desires that 

she should perceive it, as though He were saying, 

See, you are fair already in the depths, though 

you are not yet perfected. Know, too, that in a little 

while you will be perfectly beautiful on the out-

side, when I have fi nished you and drawn you out 

of your weaknesses.

 These praises are accompanied by the promise 

of a more exquisite beauty, in the hope of which 

the soul will take courage while her humility is 

cultivated as she refl ects on her imperfections. 

But why does He say that in a little while she will 

be crowned with a double beauty? It is because 

she already has “doves’ eyes.” That is, she is 

simple within, not turning aside from the sight of 

her God. And she is also simple on the outside in 

all her words and actions, which are totally with-

out guile.
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 This dove-like simplicity is the surest mark 

of the advancement of the soul. For, no longer 

making use of indirect means or methods, she 

is led by the Spirit of God. The spouse under-

stood from the beginning the necessity of simplic-

ity, and the perfect nature of uprightness, when 

she said, “The virgins,” meaning the upright, “love 
thee” (Song 1:3). In this she recognized that the 

perfection of love is in its simplicity and upright-

ness.

Verse 16:

Behold, thou art fair, my beloved, yea, pleas-

ant: also our bed is green.

 The loving soul, seeing that her Bridegroom 

has praised her for her double beauty and unwill-

ing to appropriate anything to herself, says in 

return, “Behold, thou art fair, my beloved, yea, 
pleasant.” She returns to Him all the praise she 

has received from Him and adds more on her 

own part. Since nothing belongs to us—no praise, 

no glory, and no pleasure—everything must be 

referred to Him who is the Author and Center of 

every good. The loving soul teaches us this impor-

tant point of practice throughout. She always 

gives glory to the Lord for everything He has 

bestowed upon her. If I am beautiful, she says to 

Him, it is with Your own beauty; it is You who 

are beautiful in me with this double beauty, which 

You praise in me.

 “Our bed,” she adds, that inner retreat in which 

You dwell in me and which I call ours, so that You 

may be induced to come there and give me the 

nuptial kiss that I fi rst asked of You, and which 
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is my fi nal consummation—our bed is ready and 

“green” with a thousand virtues.

Verse 17:

The beams of our house are cedar, and our 

rafters of fir.

 The Bridegroom, hidden in the ground and 

center of the soul (as has been said), takes plea-

sure in sending, from the sanctuary in which He 

dwells, rivers of His perceivable graces. These pro-

duce, in the exterior of the spouse, an abundance 

of different virtues that are like fl owers. Finding 

herself adorned with these, she is so surprised 

and charmed, or perhaps has so little experience, 

that she believes her inward edifi ce is nearly com-

pleted. 

 The roof is on, she says; “the beams” (which 

are the practice of exterior virtues) “are cedar;” 
I think that I perceive their agreeable scent and 

that I can practice them with as much strength 

as ease. The ordering of the senses appears to me 

to be as perfectly accomplished as the setting in 

order of the beautiful “rafters of fi r.”
 But, O spouse! this only appears so to you 

because your bed is adorned with fl owers, and 

because the sweet, agreeable, and pleasant state 

that you experience within makes you believe that 

you have gained everything without. But remem-

ber, your rafters are of fi r, which is a tree of 

death,8 and all this beauty and adornment are but 

the preparation for a sacrifi ce.

8 Branches of the evergreen cypress are used as an emblem 

of mourning; they were used at funerals in ancient times.


