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John of the Cross was a Spanish Catholic priest, mystic, and a Carmelite friar of
converso (convert from Judaism) origin. He was a major figure of the Counter-
Reformation in Spain, and he is one of the thirty-six Doctors of the Church.

He was born Juan de Yepes y Álvarez at Fontiveros, near Ávila, a town of around
2,000 people.  His father died in 1545, while John was still only around three years
old. Two years later, John's older brother, Luis, died, probably as a result of
malnourishment due to the poverty to which the family had been reduced. As a
result, John's mother Catalina took John and his surviving brother Francisco, moved
to Medina del Campo, where she was able to find work.

In Medina, John entered a school for poor children, mostly orphans, to receive a
basic education, mainly in Christian doctrine. They were given some food, clothing
and lodging. While studying there, he was chosen to serve as an altar boy at a
nearby monastery of Augustinian nuns.

Growing up, John worked at a hospital and studied the humanities at a Jesuit school
from 1559 to 1563. In 1564 he made his First Profession as a Carmelite and
travelled to Salamanca University, where he studied theology and philosophy. 

John was ordained as a priest in 1567.  He spent some time as a Carmelite friar
before, in 1568, Saint Teresa of Ávila persuaded him to pioneer the reform of the
Carmelite order. 

This was a difficult task and a dangerous one: he suffered imprisonment and severe
punishment at the hands of the Church authorities. He died at the monastery of
Ubeda in Andalusia on 14 December 1591: the monks there had initially treated
him as the worst of sinners, but by the time he died they had recognised his
sanctity and his funeral was the occasion of a great outburst of enthusiasm.

His works include two major mystical poems – he is considered one of the great
poets of the Spanish language – and detailed commentaries on them and the
spiritual truths they convey. He was canonized in 1726 and declared a Doctor of the
Church in 1926. 

He is patron of Contemplative life, contemplatives, mystical theology and mystics
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