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SOUL-LION 
John of the Cross 
 
In these short lines attributed to John of the Cross, we 
have an opening toward the human soul that is 
advanced, mature, and full of hope. Often our needs 
and longings reflect the level of the beginnings or 
infancy of our soul’s journey. But these lines reflect a 
maturation of the human spirit that tells us, at the very 
least, what may lie ahead of us no matter where our 
current location may be in our spiritual pilgrimage. 
 
First, John of the Cross tells us that faith (an inner state 
of interior trust toward the divine Reality) is 
alive and maturing. In the end, faith is not a dead 
doctrine (or a list of beliefs), it is a relationship of trust 
in a way that is similar to how we live with and trust 
those we love on this earth. 
 
We are reminded here that each individual is in a 
process of spiritual evolution. The soul-form that we 
possess now is growing. It may be dormant for awhile, 
but ultimately it will be awakened as a seed, sprout and 
grow towards maturity. 
 
We do not know how long this process will take. It 
may be different for each individual; perhaps there 
are multitudes of climates and different spiritual 
environments (or spiritual ecologies) in play. But the 
sacred Spirit is tending this kind of evolution. We are 
each somewhere in that process, and John of the Cross 
sees where it is headed. He sees the “telos” (destiny of 
things). He sees that eventually we ourselves grow into 
full fruit bearing trees.  
 
To illustrate his insight, John of the Cross is clearly 
using the analogy of ripening fruit to help us 

imagine what happens to our soul’s growth. It ripens 
like fruit ready to be eaten. But then John changes 
the metaphors, the soul develops its own keen 
appetite. Insatiably it is longing and searching for 
God. It turns into a lion-like soul. 
 
Once we imagine the soul as lion-like, then 
anything can happen. Here John is using the 
image of the Lion not as a destructive force, but as a 
metaphor more like the Lion-King—a magnificent, 
strong and brave beast afraid of nothing. We often 
call this inner strength of human character being 
“Lion-Hearted.”  
 
John says that if the soul can become fearless in its 
pursuit of God, then it will be brave enough to prowl 
in places it once feared. This is an surprising notion. 
What are the places, even within ourselves that 
perhaps we once feared? Are there places of thought, 
feeling, knowledge, wisdom, truth and sacred 
teaching that were once fearful for us, but where the 
divine Reality can be found? 
 
St. John of the Cross believes this becomes possible 
and perhaps inevitable as the soul ripens. 
 
 
John of the Cross was a Spanish Mystic (1542- 
1591). Jewish by background, but a Christian saint 
of much renowned, he went through deep and 
difficult trials of his own soul, many of which were 
foisted upon him by the religious order to which he 
belonged. His soul prevailed and grew strong 
through these trials and was able, in the end, to 
write classics of western spirituality that inspire to 
this day. 
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A Place for Notes  
and your Journaling:   

Reflections on Image and Text:  
 
1. John of the Cross knew terror. He knew fear, but 

through his many trials he became strong and 
brave. Do trials make us braver or more fearful? 
What has been your experience? 

2. What are the fruits and experience of your own 
“ripening faith?” For you is this about a change in 
doctrine, or is ripening about something other than 
that?  

3. What have you experienced as your own faith has 
ripened? 

4. Are you now more brave and less fearful? if so, 
how has that happened? 

5. Would you describe your soul as a lion? Do you 
ever think of your soul having lion-like 
characteristics? If you do, describe them; if not, 
what would change for you if you did? 

6. What are those places that were once fearful for 
you, but in which you have found God? Are there 
still fearful places you need to bravely explore? If 
you’re not afraid there is no bravery in setting out 
to explore. 

7. As yon contemplate the images, what do you learn 
about soul-courage? 

8. What does the composite image allow you to see 
and understand about the nature of being Lion-
hearted? 
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aith as it ripens  
turns  

into an almost insatiable appetite  
and the awakened soul-lion  

must prowl for God  
in places it once feared.   

 
 
 

—John of the Cross 
Arranged and edited 

for public reading and illumination by 
Lynn C. Bauman. 
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