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Chapter 2. THE STRUGGLE AGAINST SIN

Sin is the worst enemy of our sanctification and is in reality the only enemy,
since everything else that impedes growth in holiness either comes from sin
or is conducive to sin. Sin is a voluntary transgression against the law of
God. It always presupposes three essential elements: forbidden matter,
deliberation on the part of the intellect, and consent on the part of the will.
If the matter is grave and the deliberation and consent are complete, one
has committed a mortal sin; if the matter is light or if deliberation and
consent are imperfect, the sin is venial. Within these two types of sin there
is an infinity of degrees. The detailed study of sin pertains to moral
theology; we shall discuss only those things which pertain to the struggle
for sanctity and shall be concerned principally with the manner of
combatting sin and voluntary imperfections.

MORTAL SIN

Unfortunately, there are countless men who live habitually in mortal sin.
Absorbed almost entirely by preoccupations of this life, enmeshed in
professional affairs, devoured by an insatiable thirst for pleasure and
diversion, and overwhelmed with a religious ignorance which sometimes
reaches incredible extremes, they never ask any questions concerning the
life to come. Some, especially if they received some degree of Christian
education during childhood and if they still preserve some remnant of faith,
react in the face of approaching death and receive the last sacraments
before appearing before God. But many others go down to the grave
without any regrets save the fact that they must leave this world. These
unfortunate people are what St. Teresa calls “paralyzed souls who, unless
the Lord Himself comes and commands them to rise, are like the man who
had lain beside the pool for thirty years; they are unfortunate creatures and
live in great peril.”!

They are actually in danger of eternal damnation. If death were to surprise
them in this state they would be lost for all eternity. Habitual mortal sin has
stained their soul to such an extent that there is, as St. Teresa says, “no
darkness more black nor anything so obscure that this soul is not much
more so.”? St. Teresa also says that if sinners could understand what
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happens to a soul when it sins mortally, “it would not be possible for
anyone to sin, even if he had to undertake the greatest efforts that can be
imagined in order to avoid the occasions of sin.”3 Nevertheless, not all those
who live habitually in the state of sin have contracted the same
responsibility before God.

Kinds of Sinners

We can distinguish four classes of sins which serve as a basis for classifying
sinners into as many categories.

Ignorance

We are not referring to a total and invincible ignorance, which would excuse
entirely from sin, but to that ignorance which results from an anti-religious
or completely indifferent education, or from an environment which is
hostile or completely devoid of any religious influence. Those who live in
such surroundings usually have some awareness of the malice of sin. They
are perfectly conscious of the fact that certain actions which they commit
with facility are not morally right. Perhaps from time to time they even feel
a certain remorse. In any case, they are capable of committing deliberate
mortal sin.

At the same time, it is necessary to recognize that the responsibility of such
persons before God is greatly lessened. If they have preserved a horror for
that which seems unjust or sinful to them; if, in spite of external
weaknesses, they have remained basically upright; if they have practiced
even in a rudimentary fashion some devotion to the Blessed Virgin which
they learned in childhood; if they have refrained from attacking religion and
its ministers; and if especially at the hour of death they raise their heart to
God, full of remorse and confident in His mercy, there is no doubt that they
will be judged with special benignity at the divine tribunal. If Christ advises
us that much more will be asked of him to whom much has been given
(Luke 12:48), it is reasonable to think that little will be asked of him who has
received little.

Souls such as these usually turn to God with comparative readiness if the
opportunity presents itself. Since their careless life did not proceed from
true malice, but from a profound ignorance, any situation that makes a
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strong impression on the soul and causes it to enter in upon itself will
suffice to cause them to turn to God. The death of a member of the family,
a sermon heard at a mission, the introduction to a religious environment,
etc., ordinarily suffices to lead such souls to the right path. As a rule, such
souls pass through their whole life lukewarm and ignorant, and the priest
charged with their care should return time and again to the task of
completing their formation lest they return to their former state.

Weakness

There are many persons who are sufficiently instructed in religion so that
their sins cannot be attributed to the lack of a knowledge of their duties.
And yet they do not sin through calculated malice. They are weak, lacking in
will power, strongly inclined to sensual pleasure, intellectually dull, listless
and cowardly. They lament their faults, they admire good people and would
like to be one of them, but they lack the courage and energy to be so in
reality. These dispositions do not excuse them from sin; on the contrary,
they are more culpable than those who sin through ignorance, because they
sin with a greater knowledge. But basically they are weak rather than evil.
The person in charge of their spiritual welfare must be especially concerned
with strengthening them in their good resolutions, leading them to the
frequent reception of the sacraments, to reflection, avoidance of the
occasions of sin, etc., in order to withdraw them from their sad situation
and to orientate them toward the good.

Coldness, indifference

These people sin, knowing that they sin, not because they will the evil as
such or as an offense against God, but because they do not wish to give up
their pleasures, and it does not cause them any concern that their conduct
is sinful in the sight of God. They sin coldly and with indifference, without
remorse of conscience, silencing the faint voice of conscience in order to
continue their life of sin without reproach.

The conversion of these persons is very difficult. Their constant infidelity to
the inspirations of grace, their cold indifference to the postulates of reason
and the most elementary morality, their systematic disdain for the advice
which is given them by those who wish to help them—all this hardens their
heart to such an extent that it would require a veritable miracle of grace for
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them to return to the right path. If death should overtake them in such a
state, their eternal fate would be deplorable.

Perhaps the most efficacious means of leading them back to God would be
to encourage them to practice certain spiritual exercises with a group of
persons of the same profession or social condition as themselves. Although
it may seem strange, it is not rare to find that this type of person will begin
to practice some spiritual exercise in order to see what it is like, especially if
it is proposed to them with a certain tenderness and affection. And it
frequently happens that a great grace from God awaits them there. At times
astounding conversions are effected, radical changes of life, and the
beginning of a life of piety and fervor in persons who formerly lived
completely forgetful of God. The priest who has the good fortune to be the
instrument of such divine mercy should watch over the convert and by
means of a wise and prudent direction try to assure the definitive and
permanent return to God.

Obstinacy, malice

This class of sinners is the most culpable and the most horrible. These
people do not sin through ignorance, weakness or indifference, but through
a refined malice and diabolical obstinacy. Their most common sin is
blasphemy, which is pronounced strictly out of hatred for God. They may
have begun as good Christians, but little by little they degenerated. Having
yielded more and more to their evil passions, these passions gradually
assumed gigantic proportions, until the moment came when their souls
were definitively conquered. Then, in the arms of despair, came the
inevitable consequence of defection and apostasy. The last barriers which
kept them from falling over the precipice have been broken, and they are
hurled, by a kind of vengeance against God and their own conscience, into
every kind of crime and moral disorder. Fiercely they attack religion; they
hate the good; they may enter into a non-Catholic sect and propagate its
doctrines with zeal and ardor, until, finally driven to despair by the
accusations of their own conscience, which speaks to them in spite of
everything, they fall more and more deeply into sin. One of these
unfortunate persons said on a certain occasion: “I do not believe in the
existence of hell, but if there is a hell and if | go there, at least | shall have
the satisfaction of never bowing down before God.” Another such person,
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foreseeing that perhaps at the hour of death the grace of repentance would
be offered to him, deliberately closed the door to any possibility of a return
to God by saying to his friends and relatives: “If at the hour of death | ask
for a priest to hear my confession, do not bring him, because | shall be
delirious.”

The conversion of one of these persons would require a miracle of grace
greater than the resurrection of the dead in the natural order. It is useless
to try to win these people by persuasion or advice. It will make no
impression on them and may even produce contrary effects. The only
method to be used with them is the strictly supernatural: prayer, fasting,
tears, constant recourse to the Blessed Virgin. This requires a true miracle
and only God can do it. And God will not always perform the miracle in spite
of many prayers and supplications. It could almost be said that these
unfortunate ones have exhausted the patience of God and are destined to
be for all eternity the living testimony of inflexible and rigorous divine
justice, because they have abused divine mercy.

Horror of Sin

Let us turn from these unfortunate souls whose conversion would require a
miracle of grace and consider the great multitude of those who sin through
weakness or ignorance. These are persons who have faith, practice some
devotions at least superficially, and think now and then about their soul and
eternity. But absorbed as they are in the affairs and preoccupations of the
world, they live a life that is almost purely natural, rising and falling
continuously and remaining at times in the state of mortal sin for a long
period. Such are the majority of those Christians who observe the minimum
obligations such as Sunday Mass, yearly confession, etc. The Christian life is
only slightly developed in them, and they live a life that has no supernatural
horizons. The senses predominate rather than faith and reason, and they
are very much in, danger of being lost.

What can be done to lead these poor souls to a Christian life which is more
in harmony with the demands of baptism and their own eternal interests?
Above all, it is necessary to inspire in them a great horror for mortal sin. To
do this, there is nothing better, after prayer, than the consideration of the
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gravity of sin and its terrible consequences. St. Teresa of Avila says in this
respect:

While in a state like this, the soul will find profit in nothing; and hence,
being as it is in mortal sin, none of the good works it may do will be of any
avail to win it glory. ... | know of a person to whom Our Lord wished to show
what a soul was like when it committed mortal sin. That person says that if
people could understand this, she thinks they would find it impossible to sin
at all and, rather than meet occasions of sin, would put themselves to the
greatest trouble imaginable. . . . O souls redeemed by the blood of Jesus
Christ! Learn to understand yourselves and take pity on yourselves. Surely, if
you understand your own natures, it is impossible that you will not strive to
remove the pitch which blackens the crystal. Remember, if your life were to
end now, you would never enjoy that life again. O Jesus! How sad it is to see
a soul deprived of it! What a state the poor rooms of the castle are in! How
distracted are the senses which inhabit them! And the faculties, which are
their governors and butlers and stewards—how blind they are and how ill-
controlled! And yet, after all, what kind of fruit can one expect to be borne
by a tree rooted in the devil?

| once heard a spiritual man say that he was not so much astonished at the
things done by a soul in mortal sin as the things not done by it. May God, in
His mercy, deliver us from such great evil, for there is nothing in the whole
of our lives that so thoroughly deserves to be called evil as this, since it
brings endless and eternal evils in its train.?

The following is a brief schema of ideas which the director should strive to
inculcate in the soul that he wishes to draw out of habitual mortal sin: 1

1) Mortal sin must be a most serious evil if God punishes it so terribly.
Realizing that God is infinitely just and that He cannot punish anyone more
than he deserves, and that He is at the same time infinitely merciful and
therefore always punishes the guilty less than they deserve, we know
certainly that as the result of mortal sin: a) the rebellious angels were
changed into horrible demons for all eternity; b) our first parents were
driven out of paradise and all humanity was subjected to every manner of
sickness, desolation and death;



— June 2026

c) God will maintain for all eternity the fire of hell as a punishment for those
guilty ones who die in mortal sin (de fide)-, d) Christ, the dearly beloved Son
of God, when He wished to satisfy for culpable man, had to suffer the
terrible torments of the Passion and experience in Himself, as the
representative of sinful humanity, the indignation of divine justice, even to
the point of exclaiming: “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?”
(Matt. 27:46).

2) Because of the injury against God’s infinite majesty, sin possesses a
malice which is in a certain sense infinite.>

3) Mortal sin instantly produces the following disastrous effects in the soul:

a) the loss of sanctifying grace, the infused virtues and the gifts of the Holy
Ghost; b) the loss of the indwelling of the Trinity in the soul; c) the loss of all
merits acquired in one’s past life; d) an ugly stain on the soul (macula
animae), which leaves the soul dark and horrible; e) slavery to Satan, an
increase of evil inclinations and remorse of conscience; f) the guilt of
eternal punishment.

Mortal sin is, therefore, the death of the soul to the life of grace. If these
ideas are well considered and if the soul humbly implores the help of God in
prayer, it will gradually acquire a profound horror of mortal sin and
eventually resolve to break with sin and even die rather than commit a
mortal sin. But this decision of the will is not enough. The soul is still very
weak and must be fortified by using the necessary means for acquiring the
energy which it lacks. It must be advised to avoid all occasions of sin with
the greatest care, to frequent the sacraments, to make a daily examination
of conscience in order to prevent unexpected temptations, to have a tender
devotion to Mary, to be always profitably occupied and thus combat sloth,
the mother of all vices, and daily to ask of God the efficacious grace to avoid
offending Him.

VENIAL SIN

After mortal sin there is nothing that we should avoid more carefully than
venial sin. Although it is much less serious than mortal sin, it is nevertheless
a moral evil, and moral evil is the greatest of all evils. Before this type of evil
all others of the physical order fade away as if they were nothing. Neither
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sickness nor death itself can be compared to the evil of sin. It is necessary
therefore to have clear ideas about the nature, classes, malice and
consequences of venial sin so that one can cultivate a horror of it and put
into practice the means necessary to avoid it.

Nature and Kinds

This is one of the most difficult questions in all theology. For our purpose,
however, it is sufficient to say that, as distinct from mortal sin, venial sin
consists in a simple deviation and not a total aversion from the ultimate
end. It is a sickness and not the death of the soul. The sinner who commits
a mortal sin is like the traveler who, intending to reach a certain point, turns
his back on it and begins to travel in the opposite direction. But he who
commits a venial sin merely departs from the straight path without
abandoning his orientation toward the goal to which he is traveling.

It is possible to distinguish three classes of venial sins:

1) Those sins which by their very nature involve a disorder or deviation,
although only a slight one, such as a small lie which does no damage to
anyone.

2) Those sins which, although of themselves gravely forbidden, because of
the smallness of the matter involved, constitute only a light disorder, as to
steal a small amount of money.

3) Those sins which lack complete deliberation or full consent of the will in
matters which would otherwise be serious sins, such as inadvertent or semi-
deliberate impure thoughts.

The mere multiplication of venial sins does not of itself change the species
of the sin. A thousand venial sins do not equal a single mortal sin.
Nevertheless, a venial sin could become a mortal sin for any one of the
following reasons:

a) Because of an erroneous conscience or a seriously doubtful conscience
concerning the grave malice of a deliberate act. Thus he who erroneously
believes that an action which is objectively only venially sinful is a mortal sin
would commit a mortal sin if he performed that action. One would also
commit a mortal sin in performing an action if he has serious doubts as to
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whether or not it is a mortal sin or only a venial sin, for one is obliged to
solve such a doubt before performing the action.

b) By reason of an end which is gravely evil, as would occur if one performs
an act which is a light sin for the purpose of causing another to commit a
serious sin.

c) By reason of the proximate danger of falling into mortal sin if one
commits a particular venial sin, as would be the case if one were to let
himself become angry when he knows that he will very likely end by
inflicting grave damage or injury on his neighbor.

d) By reason of the grave scandal which would be occasioned by the
commission of a light sin, e.g., if a venial sin committed by a priest were to
become the occasion of a serious sin on the part of a layman.

e) By formal contempt of a law which binds under light obligation.
Contempt is called formal if it is directed against authority as such; it is
called material if is directed to some other element, such as a disdain for
the thing forbidden because one thinks it is of little importance.

f) By the accumulation of material which may increase until it is grave
matter.

Malice of Venial Sin

It is certain that there is a great difference between the malice of a mortal
sin and that of a venial sin. The Church has condemned the following
proposition of Baius: “There is no sin which is venial by its very nature, but
every sin merits eternal punishment.”® Nevertheless, venial sin does
constitute a true offense against God, an effective disobedience of His law,
and an act of ingratitude for His great benefits. On the one hand there is the
will of God and His glory; on the other, our own desires and selfishness. In
the case of venial sin, we in effect choose the latter.

It is true that we should not prefer them if we knew that they would
separate us radically from God (and in this we have the distinction between
venial and mortal sin, because the latter consists in our turning away from
God completely), but it is certain that the lack of respect toward God is of
itself very great even in the case of venial sin. St. Teresa says in this regard:

10
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From any sin, however small, committed with full knowledge, may God
deliver us, especially since we are sinning against so great a Sovereign and
realize that He is watching us. That seems to me to be a sin of malice
aforethought; it is as though one were to say: “Lord, although this
displeases Thee, | shall do it. | know that Thou seest it and | know that Thou
wouldst not have me do it; but although | understand this, | would rather
follow my own whim and desire than Thy will.” If we commit a sin in this
way, however slight, it seems to me that our offense is not small but very,
very great.”

Nevertheless, it is necessary to distinguish between venial sins committed
out of weakness, surprise or lack of advertence and deliberation, and those
which are committed coldly and with the complete awareness that one
thereby displeases God. We can never completely avoid the former,® and
God, who knows very well the clay of which we are made, readily forgives
us these sins of weakness. The only thing that one can do about these faults
is to try to diminish their number as far as possible and to avoid
discouragement, which would be fatal for one who is striving for perfection
and always presupposes a self-love which is more or less dissimulated. St.
Francis de Sales says in this respect:

Although it is reasonable to feel discouragement and to be sorry for having
committed any faults, this discouragement should not be sour, angry,
acrimonious or choleric; and this is the great defect of those who, seeing
themselves angry, become impatient with their own impatience and
become angry at their own anger. . ..

Believe me, Philothea, that just as the sweet and cordial reproaches of a
father make more of an impression on a son than his rage and anger, so
also, if we reproach our heart when it commits some fault with sweet and
peaceful reproaches, using more compassion than anger and arousing the
heart to amend, we shall succeed in arousing a repentance which is much
more performed and penetrating than that which could be aroused with
resentment, anger and anxiety. . .. Therefore, when your heart falls, raise it
sweetly, humbling yourself greatly in the presence of God by the
recognition of your misery, without being surprised at your fall; for what is
so strange that sickness should be sick, that weakness should be weak, and
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that misery should be wretched. Nevertheless, detest with all your heart
the offense which you have committed against God and, filled with courage
and confidence in His mercy, begin again the practice of that virtue which
you have abandoned.?

If one acts in this way, reacting promptly against those faults of weakness
with a profound repentance full of meekness, humility and confidence in
the mercy of God, they will leave scarcely any trace in the soul, and they will
not constitute a serious obstacle in the path of our sanctification.

But when venial sins are committed coldly, with perfect deliberation and
advertence, they constitute an insuperable obstacle to perfection. They
make it impossible to proceed along the road to sanctity. Those sins sadden
the Holy Ghost, as St. Paul says (Eph. 4:30), and they completely paralyze
His sanctifying work in the soul. Father Lallemant says in this regard:

One is astonished to see so many religious who, after having lived forty or
fifty years in the state of grace, saying Mass every day and practicing all the
holy exercises of the religious life, and, consequently, possessing all the gifts
of the Holy Ghost in a very high degree—one is astonished, | say, to see that
these religious give no recognition to the gifts of the Holy Ghost in their acts
and in their conduct; to see that their life is completely natural; that, when
they are corrected or when they are discouraged, they show their
resentment; that they show so much concern for the praise, the esteem and
the applause of the world; that they delight in it, and they love and seek its
comfort and everything that will appeal to their self-love.

There is no reason to be astonished. The venial sins which they commit
continuously bind the gifts of the Holy Ghost, and it is no wonder that the
effects of the gifts are not evident in them. It is true that these gifts grow
together with charity habitually and in their physical being, but they do not
grow actually and in the perfection which corresponds to the fervor of
charity and increases merit in us, because venial sins, being opposed to the
fervor of charity, impede the operation of the gifts of the Holy Ghost.

If these religious would strive for purity of heart, the fervor of charity would
increase in them more and more and the gifts of the Holy Ghost shine forth
in their conduct; but this will never be very apparent in them, living as they
do without recollection, without attention to their interior life, letting
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themselves be led and guided by their inclinations, and avoiding only the
more grave sins while being careless about little things.10

The Effects of Venial Sin

Venial sin has four effects in this life and certain effects in the life to come.1!

1) It deprives us of many actual graces which God would otherwise have
given us. This privation sometimes results in our falling into a temptation
which we could have avoided by means of that actual grace of which we
were deprived. At other times it may result in the loss of a new advance in
the spiritual life. It likewise results in a lessening of the degree of glory
which we would have attained through resistance to that temptation or
through the increase in grace. Only in the light of eternity—and then there
is no remedy—shall we realize what we have lost as a result of deliberate
venial sins.

2) It lessens the fervor of charity and one’s generosity in the service of God.
This fervor and generosity presuppose a sincere desire for perfection and a
constant striving for it, which are totally incompatible with voluntary venial
sin, because the latter implies a rejection of that lofty ideal and a deliberate
halt in the struggle for greater holiness.

3) It increases the difficulties in the exercise of virtue. This is a result of the
two previous effects. Deprived of many actual graces which are necessary to
keep us on the path of the good and having lost a good part of its fervor and
generosity in the service of God, the soul is gradually weakened and loses
more and more of its spiritual energy. Virtue appears to be more difficult,
the effort required for growing in holiness becomes more and more
demanding, the experience of past failures for which we ourselves are
responsible disheartens the soul, and while the world attracts the soul with
its seductions and the devil intensifies his attacks, the soul ultimately
abandons the path of perfection and perhaps gives itself without resistance
to sin.

4) It predisposes for mortal sin. This is clearly testified in Scripture when it is
stated that he who wastes the little he has is gradually stripped bare (Sirach
19:1). Experience confirms this proof. The soul seldom falls directly and
immediately, however violent the attack of its enemies. Usually, the
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ultimate fall of a soul has been prepared little by little. The soul has
gradually lost ground to the enemy, it has been losing its strength through
voluntary imprudence in matters which it considered of little importance, it
has been losing the divine inspirations, and little by little it has lowered its
defenses until the moment arrives in which the enemy, in one furious
assault, conquers the city.

5) The reason for the sufferings of purgatory is the punishment and
purification of the soul. Every sin, in addition to the fault, carries with it the
guilt of punishment which must be satisfied in this life or in the next. The
punishment due to mortal sins already pardoned and that of venial sins,
whether pardoned or not, not satisfied in this life is satisfied in purgatory.
God cannot renounce His justice, and the soul must pay its debt completely
before it can be admitted to beatific joy. And the pains which the soul will
have to suffer in purgatory for those faults which on earth it considered
light and of small importance surpass the greatest pains which one could
suffer in this world. St. Thomas says this expressly when he teaches that
there are two types of pain in purgatory: the one consists in the delay in the
reception of the beatific vision and the other which consists in the torment
caused by a material fire. And the smallest amount of either one surpasses
the greatest suffering in this world.?

6) The increases of grace, of which the soul is deprived in this life because
of venial sins, will have a repercussion in eternity. The soul in heaven will
have a lesser glory than it could have attained had it been more faithful to
grace in this life. For that reason, for all eternity it will be giving less glory to
God than it could have. The degree of glory is in direct relation to the
degree of grace attained in this life.

Combatting Venial Sin

It is above all necessary to conceive a great horror for venial sin. We shall
never begin to make serious progress in our sanctification until we have
done this. To this end, it will be of great help to consider often what we
have said concerning its malice and consequences. We must return again
and again to the battle against venial sin and never give it up even for an
instant
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Actually, because of pauses and vacations in the life of fervor and of
constant vigilance, one readily cultivates indolence and cowardice. It is
necessary to be faithful to the examination of conscience, both general and
particular; to increase one’s spirit of sacrifice; to be faithful to the practice
of prayer; to safeguard external and internal recollection to the extent that
the duties of our state permit; and to remember the example of the saints,
who would rather have died than commit a deliberate venial sin. When we
have succeeded in cultivating this disposition in our soul in a permanent
and habitual manner, when we are disposed with promptness and facility to
practice any sacrifice necessary to avoid deliberate venial sin, we shall arrive
at the second negative degree of piety, which consists in flight from venial
sin. It is not an easy task. If in the first degree—the avoidance of mortal sin
—such a great struggle was necessary, what can we say about the
avoidance and flight from venial sin? But however difficult it may be, it is
possible to approach that ideal by means of a constant struggle and humble
prayer until one has reached the same status as that which was achieved by
the saints.

IMPERFECTIONS

Although this matter is greatly disputed among theologians, we believe that
moral imperfection is something distinct from venial sin. An act which is
good in itself does not cease to be good even though it could have been
better. Venial sin, on the other hand, is something intrinsically evil, however
light an evil may be. There is a great difference between the two. In theory
the distinction between venial sin and imperfection seems very clear. In
practice, nevertheless, the fully voluntary imperfection has harmful effects
on the spiritual life and is of itself sufficient to impede the flight of the soul
to sanctity. St. John of the Cross treats of this matter with great clarity when
he distinguishes between venial sin and imperfection:

But all the other voluntary desires, whether they be of mortal sin, which are
the gravest, or of venial sin, which are less grave, or whether they be only of
imperfections, which are the least grave of all, must be driven away every
one, and the soul must be free from them all, howsoever slight they be, if it
is to come to this complete union; and the reason is that the state of this
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divine union consists in the soul’s total transformation, according to the will,
in the will of God, so that there may be naught in the soul that is contrary to
the will of God, but that, in all and through all, its movement may be that of
the will of God alone. . . . For if this soul desired any imperfection that God
wills not, there would not be made one will of God, since the soul would
have a will for that which God has not.

It is clear, then, that for the soul to come to unite itself perfectly with God
through love and will, it must first be free from all desire of the will,
howsoever slight. That is, it must not intentionally and knowingly consent
with the will to imperfections, and it must have power and liberty to be able
not so to consent intentionally. | say “knowingly,” because, unintentionally
and unknowingly, or without having the power to do otherwise, it may well
fall into imperfections and venial sins, and into the natural desires whereof
we have spoken; for of such sins as these which are not voluntary but
surreptitious it is written that the just man shall fall seven times in the day
and shall rise up again.

But of the voluntary desires, which, though they be for very small things,
are, as | have said, intentional venial sins, any one that is not conquered
suffices to impede union. | mean, if this habit be not mortified; for
sometimes certain acts of different desires have not as much power when
the habits are mortified. Still, the soul will attain to the stage of not having
even these, for they likewise proceed from a habit of imperfection. But
some habits of voluntary imperfections, which are never completely
conquered, prevent not only the attainment of divine union but also
progress in perfection.

These habitual imperfections are, for example a common custom of much
speaking, or some slight attachment which we never quite wish to conquer
—such as that to a person, a garment, a book, a cell, a particular kind of
food, tittle-tattle, fancies for tasting, knowing or hearing certain things, and
suchlike. A single one of these imperfections, if the soul has become
attached and habituated to it, is of a great harm to growth and progress in
virtue as though one were to fall daily into a great number of other
imperfections and casual venial sins which do not proceed from a habitual
indulgence in some harmful attachment; these latter imperfections will not
hinder the soul so much as will its attachment to something. For as long as
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it has this, there is no possibility that it will make progress in perfection,
even though the imperfection be extremely slight. For it comes to the same
thing whether a bird be held by a slender cord or by a stout one since, even
if it be slender, the bird will be as well held as though it were stout, for so
long as it breaks it not and flies not away. It is true that the slender one is
the easier to break; still, easy though it be, the bird will not fly away if it be
not broken. And thus the soul that has attachment to anything, however
much virtue it possesses, will not attain to the liberty of divine union.!3

As can be seen, St. John of the Cross points out the basic reason why it is
necessary to renounce absolutely all voluntary imperfections. At the same
time, he emphatically distinguishes between voluntary imperfections and
those which proceed from pure weakness or inadvertence. He does well to
distinguish between an isolated act, though deliberately imperfect, and the
deeply rooted habit of voluntary imperfection. It is the latter which impedes
perfect union with God.

Lack of Progress

The magnificent doctrine of this great mystic finds confirmation in the
Thomistic doctrine on the increase of habits. According to St. Thomas,
charity and all the other infused habits increase only by a more intense act
which flows from an actual grace itself more intense than the habit.
Otherwise, a more intense act of any virtue would be impossible, because
one cannot give what he does not have. It follows from this that prayer is of
extreme importance in this regard, because the only way in which we can
obtain actual grace is by impetration, since it does not fall under merit in
the proper sense of the word. Now imperfection is by its very nature a
remiss act or the voluntary negation of a more intense act. Consequently, it
is impossible to proceed in perfection if one does not renounce habitual
voluntary imperfections.

This is the reason why in practice so many potential saints are frustrated
and why there are so few true saints. There are many souls who live
habitually in the grace of God, who never commit mortal sins and even
exert every effort to avoid venial sins. Nevertheless, they are paralyzed in
the spiritual life, and they remain for many years in the same imperfections
or even grow in imperfections. How can we explain this phenomenon? The
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answer is that they have not endeavored to root out their voluntary
imperfections; they have not tried to break that slender cord which keeps
them tied to the earth and prevents them from rising in flight to the
heights. With what accents of pity and sadness St. John of the Cross
laments this situation:

It is sad to see certain souls in this plight; like rich vessels, they are laden
with wealth and good works and spiritual exercises, and with the virtues
and the favors that God grants them; and yet, because they have not the
resolution to break with some whim or attachment or affection (which all
come to the same thing), they never make progress or reach the port of
perfection, though they would need to do no more than make one good
flight and thus to snap that cord of desire right off, or to rid themselves of
that sucking-fish of desire which clings to them.

It is greatly to be lamented that, when God has granted them strength to
break other and stouter cords—namely, affections for sins and vanities—
they should fail to attain to such blessing because they have not shaken off
some childish thing which God had bidden them conquer for love of Him,
and which is nothing more than a thread or a hair. And, what is worse, not
only do they make no progress, but because of this attachment they fall
back, lose that which they have gained, and retrace that part of the road
along which they have traveled at the cost of so much time and labor;14 for
it is well-known that, on this road, not to go forward is to turn back, and not
to be gaining is to be losing. This Our Lord desired to teach us when He said:
“He that is not with me is against me; and he that gathereth not with me
scattereth.” He that takes not the trouble to repair the vessel, however
slight be the crack in it, is likely to spill all the liquid that is within it. The
Preacher taught us this clearly when He said: “He that contemneth small
things shall fall by little and little.” For, as He Himself says, a great fire
cometh from a single spark. And thus one imperfection is sufficient to lead
to another; and these lead to yet more; wherefore you will hardly ever see a
soul that is negligent in conquering one desire, and that has not many more
arising from the same weakness and imperfection that this desire causes. In
this way they are continually falling; we have seen many persons to whom
God has been granting the favor of leading them a long way, into a state of
great detachment and liberty, yet who, merely through beginning to indulge
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some slight attachment, under the pretext of doing good, or in the guise of
conversation and friendship, often lose their spirituality and desire for God
and holy solitude, fall from the joy and wholehearted devotion which they
had in their spiritual exercises, and cease not until they have lost
everything; and this because they broke not with that beginning of sensual
desire and pleasure and kept not themselves in solitude for God.®

It is therefore absolutely necessary to wage an unceasing battle against our
voluntary imperfections if we wish to arrive at perfect union with God. The
soul must use all its efforts and all its energies to make them disappear. It
must tend always toward the more perfect and try to do all things with the
greatest possible intensity. Naturally, this greater intensity should not be
considered as a physical or-organic intensity, as if it were necessary to keep
one’s nervous system in a state of constant tension or to make an act of love
of God accompanied by organic or psychic intensity. We are referring here
simply to the perfection of one’s motives which lead one to act: doing all
things with the greatest possible purity of intention, with the greatest
possible desire of glorifying God, with the ardent desire that God’s action
invade or dominate us completely, that the Holy Ghost take complete
control of our souls and do with us as He wishes in time and in eternity,
without taking any account of our own tastes or desires. It consists simply in
an ever more perfect and docile abandonment to the will of God until we
are led by Him without the least resistance. And this will not occur before
the total death of our human egoism and our full transformation in Christ,
which will enable us to say with St. Paul: “It is now no longer | that live, but
Christ liveth in me” (Gal. 2:20).

It is evident that this profound transformation of our being and this
complete death of our ego is an enterprise that surpasses human power,
even assisted by ordinary grace. As long as man takes the initiative in his
Christian life through the simple practice of the acquired virtues in a human
mode, it is impossible to attain that profound purification of our innermost
being. It is necessary that the Holy Ghost Himself effect this transformation
in its double aspect of the negative and the positive. St. John of the Cross
expressly states this, and the obvious conclusion which follows is that
sanctity is impossible outside the mystical life.1®
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