
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

ABSTRACT 

 

God’s Hiddenness and the Life of a Believer:  

Recognizing the Sanctifying End of Spiritual Aridity 

 

Lauren A. Rivers 

 

Director: Dr.  Jonathan Tran, Ph.D. 

 

 

 Within the contemporary church, a believer’s relationship with God is often 

gauged, at least colloquially, by how close or far away from God she feels.  The 

assumption that underlies this dichotomy—that felt distance from God is necessarily 

problematic while a sense of closeness is always indicative of good spiritual health—

belies an impracticable understanding of faith, not least because it often engenders a 

stigma for believers faced with God’s hiddenness.  The role of spiritual aridity as a 

sanctifying consequence of this hiddenness, for the improvement of the believer’s 

communion with God, is a persistent theme within the Christian tradition.  In this paper, I 

will consider several elements of this spiritual aridity and follow their prevalence within 

the writings of St. John of the Cross, the life of Mother Teresa, and in the scriptural 

witness of Job and the Psalms.  Finally, I draw from these individuals a constructive 

manner of dealing with God’s hiddenness by persevering in a faith based upon God’s 

trustworthiness. 
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VENI CREATOR 

 

Czeslaw Milosz: Berkeley, 1961 

 

 

 

  Come, Holy Spirit, 

  bending or not bending the grasses 

  appearing or not above our heads in a tongue of flame, 

  at hay harvest or when they plough in the orchards or when snow 

  covers crippled firs in the Sierra Nevada. 

  I am only a man: I need visible signs. 

  I tire easily, building the stairway of abstraction. 

  Many a time I asked, you know it well, that the statue in church 

  lift its hand, only once, just once, for me. 

  But I understand that signs must be human, 

  therefore call one man, anywhere on earth, 

  not me—after all I have some decency— 

  and allow me, when I look at him, to marvel at you. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

(Re)introducing the Category of God’s Hiddenness 

 

 

 Christian dialogue in the contemporary church is rife with distance metaphors as 

indicators of spiritual health.  To an extent, a feeling of closeness to or distance from God 

makes sense as a descriptor of a faith that is also a relationship.  However, the (rather 

common and unquestioned) dichotomy between closeness as denoting a holy walk with 

God and distance as symptomatic of a spiritual defect is problematic.  In this paper, I 

intend to open a conversation that the contemporary church seems to have become 

uncomfortable with: how Christians ought to respond in faith when God seems distant.  I 

base my definition of spiritual aridity upon St. John of the Cross’ discussion of God’s 

hiddenness as a process of sanctification for the believer.  Mother Teresa’s letters portray 

her as a current-day exemplar of this spiritual aridity, whereas Job and the psalmist serve 

as scriptural representatives of the validity of spiritual aridity as an expression of faith.  I 

argue, based on the writings of these followers of God, that God’s hiddenness is a 

purposed method of sanctification for the believer, and as such should be met with 

endurance based upon God’s trustworthiness.   

 

Clarification of Terms 

 

In this paper, when articulating a believer’s sense of distance from God, I mean 

specifically spiritual aridity: a dryness in which God’s nurturing presence is not felt by 

the believer to the extent that it previously had been.  Spiritual aridity is characterized by 

six elements, most (but not necessarily all) of which will be present when God makes his 
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presence less obvious to the believer.  These elements include a diminished ability to 

perceive God and his work; a distaste or apathy for the things of God; feelings of 

distance, at times even rejection, from God; difficulty praying; longing for the renewal of 

a previous communion with God; and a sense of loneliness or isolation from God or other 

believers.  Doubt, spiritual aridity, and distance from God are roughly coterminous in the 

life of faith but are not identical concepts.  A framework of causality will clarify the 

nuances between these experiences.  I assume, in the following pages, that God’s 

intentional hiddenness is the cause of spiritual aridity.  The resultant spiritual aridity is at 

the core of the soul’s response to God’s hiddenness.  A sense of distance from God is the 

spiritual and emotional recognition of this state of the soul, and doubt is the intellectual 

counterpart to the felt distance engendered by spiritual aridity.  Because spiritual 

aridity—hence a sense of distance, and even intellectual doubt—are often a consequence 

of God’s intentional hiddenness from the believer for her sake and for the sake of their 

shared relationship, none of these spiritual responses are demons to run from, but 

challenges to meet with faith. 

I do not wish to entirely reject the relational construct of closeness and distance.  

What is known as “closeness” to God is often a consequence of trust and love and is 

considerably more pleasant than what is typically meant by “distance,” and sometimes 

distance from God is caused by a believer choosing her own will over God’s.  However, 

distance from God is not universally a sign of turning away from God, and this spatial 

analogy is merely a tool for addressing one aspect of our relation to God.  The concept of 

distance rightly hints that our natures as creatures are characterized by an inherent 

“otherness” from our creator.  This otherness means that we cannot be measured along 
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the same ontological continuum as God and thus closeness and distance are always 

merely human analogies used to express our spiritual state from our own perspective.  

For this reason, when discussing a believer’s view of himself in relation to God, a sense 

of closeness or distance (as opposed to a factual reality of either) will be implied whether 

or not it is explicitly stated.  With these boundaries upon the previous terms in place, I 

will set out the framework in which I illustrate that the hiddenness of God, which often 

results in this sense of distance, is nevertheless a constructive sanctifying process, and 

can thus be met with trust and perseverance.  The following pages give an introduction to 

the work of later chapters. 

 

Chapter Two: St. John of the Cross and Mother Teresa 

 

In Chapter 2, I will examine spiritual aridity through the writings of St. John of 

the Cross and Mother Teresa.  John’s unpacking of the spiritual aridity of the dark night 

of the soul provides a helpful human interpretation of God’s hiddenness, and Mother 

Teresa’s life, revealed through letters to her spiritual advisors, presents a remarkable case 

study on the dark night of the soul and a faithful response to it.   

 

St. John of the Cross 

 

 St. John of the Cross, a Carmelite monk born in Spain in 1542 who helped St. 

Teresa of Avila form the Discalced Carmelite order, acknowledges two distinct but 

related experiences of the dark night of the soul that may be experienced by a believer: 

the sensory dark night and the spiritual dark night.  In the sensory dark night of the soul, 

God removes some of the signs of obedience in faith that a Christian has become 

accustomed to, such as a feeling of intimacy with God, emotional gratification from the 
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acts of faith, and interest in the things of God.  I refer to the general effect of the sensory 

dark night of the soul as the removal of the emotional apparatus of faith, because these 

signs are all concerned with how a believer feels towards God.  The way that a believer 

experiences this dark night, if God uses this to sanctify her, is dependent upon the 

strength of the believer’s ability to persevere in the faith and in the works that God has 

chosen for her to carry out in her life.  For weaker believers, God may choose to 

introduce the dark night gradually or periodically, and for stronger believers or those 

called to especially weighty works, God may draw them to him through the spiritual dark 

night of the soul.   

 In the spiritual dark night of the soul, the soul becomes aware of its imperfections 

to a higher degree than that which occurs during the sensory dark night of the soul.  The 

soul sees its own faults clearly because it is being flooded with divine light; however, the 

soul is not mature enough to recognize the light as such, and so its imperfections are all 

that it can see.  Therefore the believer feels that God is opposed to him and that he is 

opposed to God.  This state persists until God strengthens the soul to perceive his divine 

light properly, but will likely have periods of respite from the spiritual aridity engendered 

by the God’s hiddenness.   

 

Mother Teresa 

 

 An examination of Mother Teresa’s life follows my summary of St. John of the 

Cross’s writings.  Mother Teresa’s letters portray tenacious faith despite a long spiritual 

dark night.  Her exemplary life lived in response to an agonizing distance from God 

provides a concrete depiction of the aridity and felt distance resultant from God’s 

hiddenness.  Mother Teresa’s life also indicates the faithful response to such hiddenness 
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and an example of the benefits that God can bring out of this spiritual dryness.  She found 

God trustworthy because of the spiritual proximity she enjoyed prior to the start of the 

Missionaries of Charity. Additionally, her work in the formation of the Missionaries of 

Charity and in service to the poor of Calcutta provided the memory of God’s presence 

that enabled her to maintain faith despite her darkness.   

 

Chapter Three: Scriptural Accounts of the Dark Night of the Soul 

 

 Job and the psalmist likewise rely upon their memories of God’s prior closeness 

and work as reason for maintaining a trusting faith in his future renewal of felt 

communion.  These texts establish a scriptural grounding for the spiritual aridity 

characterized by John and Mother Teresa as a valid method of God’s action in the life of 

a believer, and point to the necessity of exercising memory as an act of faith in light of 

God’s sometime hiddenness.   

 

God’s Action in Job’s Life 

 

 God’s hiddenness from Job following the heavenly wager at the beginning of the 

text is necessary for the satan’s claims to be proven false: to see that Job loves God for 

God’s own sake, and not for the blessings bestowed upon him.  God also makes use of 

this hiddenness to draw Job into a better relationship through the spiritual aridity Job 

struggles against throughout most of the text.  Through Job’s experience of God’s 

hiddenness, God taught him humility, caused him to seek God more fervently, and placed 

him in a relationship with God in which Job acknowledged both God’s greatness and 

Job’s littleness.  
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 The primary characteristic of Job’s response to the spiritual aridity engendered by 

God’s hiddenness is anguish, in varying shades of anger, sadness, indignation, and 

abandonment.  The crux of Job’s anguish is that he is wrestling with God’s seeming 

distance and God’s evident presence earlier in his life.  Job’s memory of God’s obvious 

work in his life makes his felt distance, during the bulk of this text, exceedingly hard to 

bear.  However, this use of memory is also what allows Job to maintain his desire to seek 

God out so fervently.   

 

Response to God’s Hiddenness within the Psalms 

 

 Within the psalms, lament as well as praise is represented as a legitimate 

expression of faith.  The crucial aspect of most of the psalms that address God’s 

hiddenness is trust exhibited in the expectation that God’s past action in the life of the 

psalmist can be trusted as an indicator towards God’s future action.  In psalms 38 and 22, 

the psalmist trusts that God will carry out the necessary future actions because God has 

proven to be trustworthy in the past.  The shared witness of the book of Job and the 

psalms in this context is that when God seems distant, the exercise of memory as an act 

of faith reminds the believer that God’s presence in the continual process of creation is 

always a given, and is a truer recognition of God’s nature than the nevertheless valid 

spiritual response of aridity to God’s hiddenness.   

 

Chapter Four: Living within the Tension 

 

 In the final chapter of this paper, I argue for the trustworthiness of God based 

upon God’s role as creator and the believer’s memory of God’s prior action, allowing the 

perseverance of faith when faced with God’s hiddenness.  This chapter crystallizes some 
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of the most important lessons that Mother Teresa, Job, and the psalmist teach about living 

as faithful creatures in light of the tension between God as the sustaining creator and God 

as a sometimes-hidden mystery.  God’s trustworthiness is the reason why we can 

faithfully endure when God’s presence is not obvious to us.   

 

Speaking about God 

 

 I lean heavily into the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo as grounds for the 

trustworthiness of God’s nature.  Because God created us out of grace rather than 

necessity, the motivating factor in the creation of all that exists was for God to share 

himself as a gift with his created recipients. Moreover, God’s relationship-seeking 

purpose in creation is made evident in the sacrifice of Christ.  If God’s desire for 

reconciliation was so great that Christ faced death on our behalf, then we have reason to 

believe that a sense of distance from God is not a capricious abandonment, but a critical 

moment of relationship between creator and created.   

 

Memory 

 

 Because the experience of spiritual aridity is not a problem to fix, but rather an 

indicator of God’s sanctifying work in the life of a believer, she (and her church) should 

not dismiss or ignore distance from God, but recognize it as a valid category of faith.  

The believer is called to maintain endurance in faith, particularly in the carrying out of 

spiritual activities, though the emotional apparatus typically used to gauge obedience may 

not be present.  Memory is an aid to this perseverance in two ways: remembering God’s 

past care prompts expectation of continued care, since his nature is unchanging, and 
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remembrance of past actions in God’s service may be used as a gauge of spiritual 

maturity when emotional senses of such are void.  

 

Conclusion 

 

 As I move into the bulk of this paper, I wish to reiterate the constructive, 

sanctifying nature of the dark night of the soul and its accompanying spiritual aridity.  

The God who seeks relationship with his creatures does not arbitrarily allot this type of 

hiddenness as a punishment, but as a process through which the believer’s imperfections 

are purged and she learns to seek God more fervently.  This sense of distance is for the 

sake of later closeness, and as such should not be shied away from.  In the first chapter to 

follow, I will examine the concept of the dark night of the soul as it describes the spiritual 

aridity caused by God’s hiddenness, and present the writings of St. John of the Cross and 

Mother Teresa to flesh out the category of spiritual aridity. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

St. John of the Cross, Mother Teresa, and Us 

 

 

Spiritual aridity experienced in light of God’s hiddenness is often painful, and can 

lead to doubt regarding God’s purpose for the believer, his goodness, or his love for the 

ostensibly distant believer.  Whereas within the contemporary church we often view 

doubt or a feeling of distance as weakness of faith, spiritual dryness ought to be seen 

instead as a challenging characteristic of faith which is sometimes necessary and even 

beneficial.  The spiritual aridity evidenced in the witnesses of St. John of the Cross, 

Mother Teresa, Job, and the psalmist share most, if not all, of six elements of comprising 

this faith category: hindered perception of God, apathy or distaste for the things of God, a 

sense of distance from or rejection by God, difficulty praying, longing for renewal of a 

prior closeness to God, and isolation from other believers.  In this chapter, I summarize 

St. John of the Cross’ discussion of the dark night of the soul and then examine Mother 

Teresa’s life as a concrete illustration of the concept put forth by John.  Her response to 

the agonizing dryness characterizing much of her life argues for the possibility of 

enduring in faith and trust when spiritual intimacy becomes a memory only. In 

conjunction with John’s dark night of the soul as a framework to understand spiritual 

aridity, Mother Teresa’s life demonstrates the value of reclaiming God’s hiddenness as a 

valid spiritual experience so that it can be met with trust in God, rather than wariness or 

fear.   

 

 

 



 

10 

St.  John of the Cross: Spiritual Aridity as the Dark Night of the Soul  

 

 

The Sensory Night  

 

St. John of the Cross, born near the Avila province of Spain, in 1542, helped St. 

Teresa of Avila found the order of the Discalced Carmelites.  His writings on the dark 

night of the soul touch upon many of the above characteristics of spiritual aridity.  He 

describes the sensory dark night of the soul and the spiritual dark night of the soul as two 

related experiences concerning God’s hiddenness.  John assumes that souls are comprised 

of a sensory part and a spiritual part, both of which need to be purified in order for the 

soul to reach a union of love with God, and what he refers to as the sensory night is what 

most Christians typically experience if they experience spiritual dryness.  The three signs 

that John addresses as indicating a legitimate case of a sensory dark night of the soul 

contribute to the category of spiritual aridity defined in Chapter 1.  These signs indicate 

that a believer’s spiritual dryness is of a purgatory nature, and not due to sin or spiritual, 

mental, or physical weakness.   

The first sign that aridity is from God in order to purify the senses is that these 

believers get no joy or satisfaction from the things of God or from any of his creatures.  

The second sign is that the soul is fervently concerned that it is turning away from God, 

because it recognizes its new dissatisfaction with spiritual things.  “Powerlessness” in 

meditation and discursive prayer is the third sign of this dark night.
1
  John writes that this 

purification will not affect all souls that undergo it similarly.  God may lead different 

souls away from their dependence upon sensory signs as guarantors of faith at different 

speeds and intensities, gradually or in periods of dryness, according to the strength of the 

                                                             
 

1
 St.  John of the Cross, The Dark Night (Washington, DC: ICS Publications, 1979), 315. 
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soul and how much of a trial it will be able to handle without turning away from God in 

fact, although in feeling the soul may nevertheless seem to do so.   

John makes a distinction between Christians who are called to a life of 

contemplation and the bulk of Christians who are not.
2
  For most Christians, when we 

experience spiritual aridity it is not entirely continuous; rather it will sometimes affect us 

intensely and at other times not at all.  Prayer sometimes is feasible, and sometimes it is 

not.  For non-contemplative Christians, this sensory night is presented to engender 

humility, and to draw us towards a faith that can be maintained without constant 

“spiritual highs,” to borrow a term rather more recent than St. John of the Cross.  “God 

acts with other weaker souls as if he were showing himself and then hiding,” he writes, 

and this is done “to exercise them in His love, for without these withdrawals they would 

not learn to reach Him.”
3
   

In outlining some of the common imperfections of beginners in the faith, which 

the sensory dark night is intended to purge, John addresses some of the most common 

purposes for this experience.  Immature beginners, through spiritual activities, “desire to 

feel God and taste of Him as if he were comprehensible and accessible.  This desire is a 

serious imperfection and, because it involves impurity of faith, opposed to God’s way.”
4
  

Expecting God’s appearance to the believer to conform to her preferences regarding 

timing, intensity, and predictability circumscribes God into a manageable idol, shaped 

according to the believer’s idea of how God ought to be.  Part of spiritual growth for 

                                                             
 

2
 Ibid.,  316.   

 

 
3
 Ibid., 329.   

 

 
4
 Ibid., 309.  “Immature,” in this case, is not meant pejoratively but rather as a somewhat 

normative descriptor of the bulk of Christianity, as we become incrementally sanctified through the dark 

night or other spiritual catalysts.   
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many believers necessitates an unlearning of our attempted manipulation of God’s nature, 

however inadvertent, and John narrates this unlearning as God drawing the believer out 

of spiritual gluttony.   

 This inordinate inclination for sweetness in the spiritual journey due to spiritual 

gluttony leads to “aversion towards the bitterness of self-denial,” avoiding a necessary 

part of taking up the cross to follow Christ.  Thus God “very rightly and discreetly and 

lovingly denies this satisfaction to beginners, for if He did not, they would fall into 

innumerable evils because of their spiritual gluttony and craving for sweetness.”
5
  The 

appropriate conduct for souls undergoing this sensory dark night will be addressed more 

fully in the fourth chapter, but after moving through John’s account of the spiritual dark 

night of the soul which sometimes follows the sensory night I will consider Mother 

Teresa’s faithful response to the spiritual aridity in her life caused by the dark night of the 

spirit. 

 

The Spiritual Night  

 

The sensory night is a prelude to and a lesser version of the spiritual night, which, 

as John describes, “is horrible and frightening to the spirit,” to which “nothing can be 

compared.”
6
  For the Christian who enters the spiritual dark night of the soul, a 

heightening of the difficulties mentioned in connection with the dark night of the senses 

can be seen.  Though this is experienced by the soul as a dark night even more distressing 

than the preceding sensory dark night of the soul, the soul in the spiritual dark night is in 

fact being bombarded with divine light.  However, like weak eyes, the soul needing 

                                                             
 

5
 Ibid., 309. 

 

 
6
 Ibid., 312.   
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purgation cannot receive God’s light as an enjoyable experience; rather it suffers because 

the diving light brings to the fore even more impurities within the soul.  The illumination 

of yet more, and deeper, imperfections within the believer’s soul leads the individual to 

feel that “God is against him and he is against God.”
7
  In conjunction with this sense of 

opposition, the soul undergoing the dark night of the spirit feels abandoned by God, as 

well as despised by friends and fellow creatures, and the soul is awakened to its own 

“intimate poverty and misery.  Such awareness is one of the chief afflictions it suffers in 

the purgation.”
8
 

Just as John acknowledged variations of the duration, depth, and purpose of this 

dark night in a somewhat lessened degree for Christians not called to the contemplative 

life, so might we presume a heightened degree of duration, depth, and purpose for 

Christians graced with an especially taxing and holy call.  Mother Teresa’s call and 

subsequent darkness serves as a case study of this phenomenon. 

 

Mother Teresa: Tenacious Faith in the Dark Night 

 

Mother Teresa is a contemporary exemplar of the dark night of the soul, both 

because of her experience of the heightened version of this aridity, the dark night of the 

spirit, and because of the remarkable life of service to God that she carried out despite—

or rather because of—this spiritual dryness.  The spiritual poverty that Mother Teresa 

felt, as will be illustrated below through examining some of her letters, enabled her to 

connect to the spiritual and physical poverty of those whom she served in a way that 

would have otherwise been impossible. 

                                                             
 

7
 Brian Kolodiejchuk, M.C., ed., Come Be My Light (New York: Doubleday, 2007), 336. 

 

 
8
 Ibid. 
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Mother Teresa was born Gonxha Agnes Bojaxhiu on August 26, 1910 in Skopje, 

part of the Ottoman Empire.
9
  She took her first communion at five-and-a-half years old, 

and from that point forward was filled with love for Christ and for souls.  By the time she 

was twelve, she knew that she was called to serve God’s poor, and at eighteen she left 

home to join the Institute of the Blessed Virgin Mary (the Loreto Sisters), having applied 

to go to missions in Bengal.  She arrived in Calcutta in 1929 as Sister Teresa, after 

choosing St.  Therese of Lisieux as her patron saint.
10

  In May 1937, Sister Teresa 

became Mother Teresa as she made the profession of her final vows as a Loreto Sister.  

She was deeply joyous about thus binding herself so closely to Jesus. 

 However, earlier that year she made the first disclosure within her 

correspondence of her spiritual aridity. 

Do not think that my spiritual life is strewn with roses—that is the flower which I 

hardly ever find on my way.  Quite the contrary, I have more often as my 

companion “darkness.”  And when the night becomes very thick—and it seems to 

me as if I will end up in hell—then I simply offer myself to Jesus….  I need much 

grace, much of Christ’s strength to persevere in trust, in that blind love which 

leads only to Jesus Crucified….  But do not, however, think that I am only 

suffering.  Ah no—I am laughing more than I am suffering—so that some have 

concluded that I am Jesus’ spoiled bride, who lives with Jesus in Nazareth—far 

away from Calvary….  Pray, pray much for me—I really need His love.
11

 

 

Mother Teresa’s postulator for sainthood, Brian Kolodiejchuk, summarizes this darkness 

in her relationship with God, a darkness which was to continue intermittently, increasing 

in longevity and intensity throughout her life, as “profound interior suffering, lack of 

sensible consolation, spiritual dryness, an apparent absence of God from her life, and, at 

                                                             
 

9
 Ibid., 13. 

 

 
10

 Ibid., 15. 

 

 
11

 Ibid.,20.  Sister Teresa to Father Jambreković, February 8, 1937. 
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the same time, a painful longing for Him.”
12

  The above excerpt is remarkable in noting 

this tension between love and suffering that characterized Mother Teresa’s life with God.  

Even as she confessed the darkness present in her spirit, she rejoiced in the prospect of 

taking her final vows, and recognized Christ as the comforter during her darkness.  

Another key pattern that this letter reveals is the secrecy with which she guarded her 

inner life with God (both the joyous and the trying aspects of it).  Despite her own 

interior darkness, those around her thought that rather she was “Jesus’ spoiled bride” 

because she was so often laughing.   

Despite this dryness that at times darkened her spirit, Mother Teresa still felt 

compelled by God to make a private vow in 1942, under pain of mortal sin, to not refuse 

Jesus anything he asked of her.  This vow proved crucial to Mother Teresa’s ability to 

maintain faith after years of God’s felt distance, as an objective measure helping her to 

avoid saying “no to God” regardless of her feelings.
13

  Not long after making this vow, 

Mother Teresa received the “call within a call” which challenged her utterly and gifted 

her with the formation of a new order within the church, that of the Missionaries of 

Charity.  On September 10, 1946, during a retreat, Mother Teresa received mystical 

visions and interior locutions; essentially holding mystic conversations with Christ, 

which continued until the middle of 1947.  The “call within a call” that she received via 

these locutions was to leave the Loreto order and to “satiate the thirst of Jesus Christ on 

the Cross for Love and Souls.”
14

  By meeting the physical needs of the poor in Calcutta 

and acknowledging their value as creatures of God, Mother Teresa hoped to bring the 

                                                             
 

12
 Ibid., 21.   

 

 
13

 Ibid., 211. 

 

 
14

 Ibid., 41. 
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love of God to the poor, and thus bring them to him.  This necessitated a new order of 

nuns who would be devoted to the poor, who would come to be called the Missionaries of 

Charity.  Christ’s thirst on the cross was the “summary and reminder of her call,” as his 

thirst upon the cross is echoed in his thirst for the love of souls.
15

  Mother Teresa learned 

much later, as she experienced darkness greater than that which she had written about 

above, that her spiritual dryness was a way of participating in the thirst of Jesus for the 

love of souls.   

Mother Teresa experienced a period of heightened intimacy with God in 1946 and 

1947, following her mystical experiences during the retreat of 1946 and before the work 

of the Missionaries of Charity could begin.  “Before the work started,” she wrote to 

Archbishop Perier later, “there was so much union—love—faith—trust—prayer—

sacrifice” characterizing her relationship with Christ.
16

  This intimacy, especially in the 

work’s embryonic stages, proved later to ensure—to herself, to her spiritual advisors, and 

to those whose approval of her endeavor was necessary for its continuation—that this call 

within a call was from God. 

In 1948, Mother Teresa received a long-awaited indult of exclaustration from the 

Vatican and was able to leave the Loreto convent, retaining her status as a Loreto nun 

temporarily.
17

  On August 17, 1948, she left the convent to begin medical training with 

the Medical Mission Sisters, and on December 21 of that year, she first went into the 

                                                             
 

15
 Ibid., 41. 

 

 
16

 Ibid., 83. 

 

 
17

 Ibid., 120. 
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slums of Calcutta as a Missionary of Charity.  Other sisters would join in the summer of 

1949, but until then she served with the help of a few volunteers.
18

 

As Mother Teresa’s work in starting and in leading the Missionaries of Charity 

became more and more obviously the work of God she began to experience a heightened 

spiritual aridity and longing for the increasingly-distant God.  Writing to Father Neuner, a 

Jesuit Father to whom she began confiding her spiritual dryness in 1961, she reveals the 

depth of her pain after being faced with God’s increasing hiddenness.   

 Now Father—since 49 or 50 this terrible sense of loss—this untold 

darkness—this loneliness—this continual longing for God—which gives me that 

pain deep in my heart.—Darkness is such that I really do not see—neither with 

my mind nor with my reason.—The place of God in my soul is blank.—There is 

no God in me.—When the pain of longing is so great—I just long and long for 

God—and then it is that I feel—He does not want me….Sometimes—I just hear 

my own heart cry out—‘My God’ and nothing else comes.—The torture and pain 

I can’t explain.—From my childhood I have had a most tender love for Jesus in 

the Blessed Sacrament—but this too is gone.—I feel nothing for Jesus—and yet I 

would not miss Holy Communion for anything.   

 You see, Father, the contradiction in my life.  I long for God—I want to 

love Him—to love Him much—to live only for love of Him—to love only—and 

yet there is but pain—longing and no love.—Years back… I wanted to give God 

something very beautiful.—I bound myself under pain of Mortal Sin not to refuse 

Him anything.—Since then I have kept this promise—and when sometimes the 

darkness is very dark—& I am on the verge of saying “No” to God: the thought of 

that promise pulls me up…. 

 Before I could spend hours before Our Lord—loving Him—talking to 

Him—and now—not even meditation goes properly—nothing but “My God”—

even that sometimes does not come.—Yet deep down somewhere In my heart that 

longing for God keeps breaking through the darkness.  When outside—in the 

work—or meeting people—there is a presence—of somebody living very close—

in very me.—I don’t know what this is—but very often, even every day—that 

love in me for God grows more real.—I find myself telling Jesus unconsciously 

most strange tokens of love…. 

 All these things were so natural to me before—until Our Lord came fully 

in my life—I loved God with all the powers of a child’s heart.  He was the centre 

of everything I did & said.—Now Father—it [is] so dark, so different and yet my 

everything is His—in spite of Him not wanting me, not caring as if for me…. 
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 Let Him do with me whatever He wants, as He wants, for as long as He 

wants.  If my darkness is light to some soul—even if it be nothing to nobody—I 

am perfectly happy—to be God’s flower in the field.
19

 

 

In this letter, Mother Teresa mentions each of the characteristics of spiritual aridity that 

composed its definition in Chapter 1.  She endured loneliness (here towards God, and 

elsewhere towards her fellow Christians, very few of whom knew of her spiritual 

darkness before she died), a hindered perception of God, a sense of rejection by him, 

difficulty praying, apathy towards spiritual activity, and a deep longing for the restoration 

of the previous intimacy of their relationship.  This letter also illustrates how to 

constructively persevere in faith despite spiritual aridity.  Mother Teresa trusts that 

whatever God does in her life will be what is required, and she relies upon her memory of 

prior closeness to prevent God’s hiddenness from becoming overwhelming.  

 Mother Teresa died at age 87 on September 5, 1997.  With the exception of a few 

periods of God returning a tangible presence to her, she spent most of her life, and the 

vast majority of her life as a Missionary of Charity, under the darkness of spiritual aridity 

that she eventually had grown to embrace as part of her relationship with God. Despite a 

life of darkness towards God in order to help others to receive his light, despite her 

participation in Christ’s thirst through her often-unanswered longing for God, despite the 

lack of emotional connection with her Lord characterized in her letter above to Father 

Neuner, she was able to write to her sisters of Christ’s deep love for them, and 

presumably for herself, even towards the end of her life. 

Jesus wants me to tell you again… how much is the love He has for each one of 

you—beyond all what you can imagine….  Not only He loves you, even more—

He longs for you.  He misses you when you don’t come close.  He thirsts for you.  

He loves you always, even when you don’t feel worthy…. 
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For me it is so clear—everything in MC [Missionaries of Charity] exists only to 

satiate Jesus.  His words on the wall of every MC chapel, they are not from [the] 

past only, but alive here and now, spoken to you.  Do you believe it?...  Why does 

Jesus say, “I thirst”?  What does it mean?  Something hard to explain in words— 

…“I thirst” is something much deeper than just Jesus saying “I love you.”  Until 

you know deep inside that Jesus thirsts for you—you can’t begin to know who He 

wants to be for you.  Or who he wants you to be for him.
20

 

 

The remarkable certainty that Mother Teresa illustrates in Christ’s love for his people 

demonstrates some of the fruit of the mysterious increase in her love for him which she 

wrote to Father Neuner about.  To exhort her sisters so emphatically of God’s love after 

decades of his hiddenness speaks of a deep faith, though that faith seemed to blossom 

without Mother Teresa’s conscious awareness of it.  The evidence of her actions and the 

way that she spoke about God illustrate a life of deep faith, and this is the life she lived; 

despite a lack of gratification, joy, or even a sense of spiritual proximity throughout much 

of her life, she lived a life following God’s call and striving to love him whether or not 

she felt as if she did.  

 One of the most important fruits of the spiritual aridity that Mother Teresa 

underwent was her deep compassion for the spiritual poverty afflicting the people whom 

she served.  Identifying with their separation from God (in not knowing him) through a 

different type of darkness (in her longing for God, and the distance which made that 

painful) while maintaining such a high level of dedication to him and to serving his 

people, was perhaps only possible by God remaining somehow distant to one who had 

already experienced his love and could not easily think herself entirely cut off from him.  

Mother Teresa’s certainty of God’s will in bringing the Missionaries of Charity into 

being and her remembrance of his former nearness to her meant that, even when she felt 
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that God did not want her, she could not dismiss that the unchanging God had made 

obvious his love for her previously in her life. 

  

Conclusion 

 

John’s description of spiritual aridity as a divinely purposed dark night of the 

soul, along with the witness of Mother Teresa’s life, provide a fruitful approach to 

spiritual aridity, recognizing it as a sanctifying work carried out by God through his 

hiddenness.  I will now examine the spiritual aridity characterized by John and Mother 

Teresa as it is expressed in the book of Job and in Psalms 38 and 22, to further illuminate 

a rightful understanding of spiritual aridity as a sanctifying experience within the life of 

faith.  Like Mother Teresa, Job had an unbreakable determination to direct his appeals to 

God above all others.  The psalmist does not cease addressing God even when God seems 

distant.  The endurance exhibited by these protagonists—not giving up on God even 

when expected ways of understanding God’s presence fall short—is a crucial 

demonstration of trust despite God’s hiddenness, enabled by these individuals’ memories 

of God’s prior faithfulness.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

Scriptural Accounts of the Dark Night of the Soul 

 

 

 The presence of spiritual aridity in the canon of scripture supports the claim that 

St. John of the Cross made, that spiritual aridity is a purposed, sanctifying experience, 

and also validates the tension between faith and anguish at God’s seeming distance 

exhibited in Mother Teresa’s life.  It provides reassurance that it is not necessary to 

dismiss or ignore the imperfections of human faith in the divine, because there are 

faithful believers in the Lord whose faith was not always characterized by a sense of 

closeness only.  Job and the psalmist, in the texts below, wrestle with the remembrance of 

God’s presence in their lives, which provides reason to trust in God’s returned presence 

after a period of his absence.  Both Job’s and the psalmist’s experiences with God’s 

hiddenness are characterized by some of the elements of spiritual aridity defined 

previously.  They share an experience of diminished perception of God, of a sense of 

distance from and even rejection by God, isolation from the community of faith, and a 

longing for the renewal of the sense of closeness that once defined their relationships 

with God.
1
  The occurrence of spiritual aridity as a result of God’s hiddenness within the 

canon of scripture heightens the importance of recognizing such experiences as valid 

expressions within a life of faith. 
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In the Book of Job 

 

 The book of Job presents the struggle of “a blameless and upright man,” unlike 

any other on the earth, to make sense of the abrupt hiddenness of God after a life of 

faithfulness.
2
  After the two-part wager between God and the satan in the first two 

chapters, in which God praises Job’s righteousness and the satan argues that Job serves 

God for his blessings, and not for God himself, Job loses nearly everything but his life as 

the Lord allows the satan to strike him.  Following this turn of events, Job is visited by 

three friends.  The middle conversational section between these four escalates in tension 

as Job’s friends try, with much theology but little wisdom, to discern what fault of Job’s 

led to his downfall.  Job grows increasingly indignant at his friends’ accusations and at 

what seems to Job to be God’s capricious abandonment of a righteous man.  Eventually, 

God must step out of the whirlwind and calm Job’s anguish over God’s felt distance, 

reassuring him that he is faithful to his creatures, but that the life of one good man is not 

always his primary focus,  and reconciling Job to himself and to Job’s friends.  God’s 

distance from Job is in part a necessity for the satan’s claim, essentially that Job is a 

mercenary, to be refuted.  God’s distance is not the whole picture, however, and rather 

than the wholesale abandonment that Job feels God has cursed him with, God has pulled 

back, has hidden himself, but has not left Job in any permanent sense.  In this chapter, I 

will draw from the full text of Job but will focus on selections from Chapters 23 and 19. 

Despite Job’s frustration at God’s felt distance, Job himself suggests that his 

perception of the situation may not provide the whole picture, claiming that “behold, he 

passes by me, and I see him not; he moves on, but I do not perceive him.”
3
  Despite his 
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bitterness and his questioning of God’s justice, Job does note that God is “wise in heart” 

as well as “mighty in strength,” and part of his anguish is that the righteousness of God 

that Job acknowledges in his requests to speak with God does not align with what seems 

to be unjust, unearned punishment, within the framework of temporal retribution of his 

friends (and, for the most part, Job, though he resists a simple construct of this). 

Chapter 23 provides a poignant account of Job’s struggle with the fact that God 

has not been acting towards him as Job has expected him to.  Part of Job’s distress is that 

he presumes rightly that God’s nature is the same as it has ever been, so he is especially 

confused because God has begun acting differently towards Job than he has been 

accustomed to.  

Oh, that I knew where I might find him, that I might come even to his seat!  I 

would lay my case before him and fill my mouth with arguments.  I would know 

what he would answer me and understand what he would say to me.  Would he 

contend with me in the greatness of his power?  No; he would pay attention to me.  

There an upright man could argue with him, and I would be acquitted forever by 

my judge.
4
 

 

Until God makes himself known again and demonstrates that his nature is unchanging, 

but also more expansive than Job seems to have realized, Job is stuck in a dichotomy in 

which God must be either present and unjust, or just and absent. 

 The next few verses in Chapter 23 illustrate Job’s intuition that God’s felt absence 

may not be the full picture of God’s work in this harrowing period of Job’s life.  His 

inkling that there is a purposeful end to his situation is grounded on his confidence that 

asking for an audience with God would result somehow in his circumstances being 

righted. 
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Behold, I go forward, but he is not there, and backward, but I do not perceive him; 

on the left hand when he is working, I do not behold him; he turns to the right 

hand, but I do not see him.  But he knows the way that I take; when he has tried 

me, I shall come out as gold.  My foot has held fast to his steps; I have kept his 

way and have not turned aside.  I have not departed from the commandment of his 

lips; I have treasured the words of his mouth more than my portion of food.  But 

he is unchangeable; who can turn him back?  What he desires, that he does.  For 

he will complete what he appoints for me, and many such things are in his mind.  

Therefore I am terrified at his presence; when I consider, I am in dread of him.  

God has made my heart faint; the Almighty has terrified me; yet I am not silenced 

because of the darkness, nor because thick darkness covers my face.
5
 

 

Job’s acknowledgment that his view of his situation may not be accurate— his trust that 

God is still at work even when Job cannot see it—is one of the truest realizations he 

comes to during the course of his trial.  This passage also shows Job’s exercise of the 

memory that upholds enduring faith.  Here, Job recalls his obedience to God, and it gives 

him boldness to continue addressing God and to believe that God is testing him, rather 

than abandoning him.   

 Later, Job calls for God to redeem him from God’s abandonment of Job.  This 

declaration shows an astounding confidence in “the God whom he experiences as almost 

an enemy but whom he knows at the same time to be truly a friend,”
6
 as Gustavo 

Gutierrez argues.  “For I know that my redeemer (go’el) lives,” Job states, “and at the last 

he will stand upon the earth.  And after my skin has been thus destroyed, yet in my flesh I 

shall see God, whom I shall see for myself, and my eyes shall behold, and not another.  

My heart faints within me!”
7
  Gutierrez notes that Job’s naming of God as his go’el is 
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covenantal language, an invocation of a relationship that he can concretely point to as 

justification for his indignation at God’s distance from him.  

The verb ga’al means to liberate, ransom, redeem.  It signifies concretely the 

obligation the nearest relative has of helping a family member who is in danger of 

losing his possessions or his freedom or his life.  This rescuer is called a go’el, an 

“avenger of blood” (2 Sam. 14:11).  The application of the name to Yahweh 

implies that as a result of the covenant God has become part of the family of the 

people.  God is thus the nearest relative, the one who takes responsibility for the 

people, the one who rescues them and avenges them if necessary.
8
 

 

Job is struggling to reconcile two views of God: the God who carries out justice within 

the world and the God who Job feels persecutes him.
9
  

 He is torn between longing towards the God whose presence he had known and 

despair towards the God who felt cripplingly distant.  Job knows that he is only dealing 

with the one God, but the discrepancy between God’s hiddenness and his formerly 

evident presence prompts him to ask God to save Job from Godself.    

If only you would hide me in Sheol, that you would conceal me until your wrath 

be past, that you would appoint for me a set time, and remember me!  If a man 

dies, shall he live again?  All the days of my service I would wait, till my renewal 

should come.  You would call, and I would answer you; you would long for the 

work of your hands.  For then you would number my steps; you would not keep 

watch over my sin; my transgression would be sealed up in a bag, and you would 

cover over my iniquity.
10

 

 

The crux of Job’s desperation at God’s hiddenness until the last few chapters of the book 

is found in the discrepancy between that feeling of separation and Job’s remembrance of 

God’s agency previously in his life.  Gutierrez notes that “Job does not cease to hope in 

God, although this very confidence is one more element in the heartbreak he is 

                                                             
 

8
 Gutierrez, 64. 

 

 
9
 Ibid., 65. 

 

 
10

 Job 14:13-17. 

 



 

26 

suffering,” and I would argue further that his former piety and apparently consequent 

divine reward exacerbates Job’s sense of abandonment from God.
11

  Job does not know 

the praise that God bestowed upon him as an upright man in the first two chapters of the 

book, but he does look back on his life to see evidence of God’s faithful presence to try to 

make sense of his present situation. 

Your hands fashioned me and made me, and now you have destroyed me 

altogether.  Remember that you have made me like clay, and will you return me to 

the dust?  You have granted me life and steadfast love, and your care has 

preserved my spirit.  Yet these things you hid in your heart; I know that this was 

your purpose. I am a laughingstock to my friends; I, who called to God and he 

answered me, a just and blameless man, am a laughingstock.
12

 

 

Job’s cognitive dissonance here is, after all, unsurprising given that he was not privy to 

the heavenly court at which the wager concerning his welfare was begun.  Despite his 

accusations against God he maintains a seemingly absurd hope that God will eventually 

present himself and prove himself to be the God in whom Job has trusted all along, in 

defiance of his friends’ accusations.  Job’s recollection of God’s steadfast love and 

preservation of Job gives him cause to expect that God will return to these expressions of 

his nature in a way that make sense to Job.  Additionally, Job alludes here to his isolation 

from by his friends and former admirers.  This element of spiritual aridity contributes to 

his despair by emphasizing his felt distance from God and Job’s alienation from his 

community who thinks he must be hiding great sin to be so treated by God. 

 God returning his evident obvious presence to Job and setting things right does in 

fact occur, but not in the way that Job expects; rather, through his hiddenness God 

teaches Job the necessity of humility, even from the righteous.  God’s speech from the 
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whirlwind brings a renewal of Job’s relationship with him by re-orienting even the most 

upright person on earth, a redemptive end in which Job’s relationship with God is 

strengthened and understood more clearly by virtue of Job’s seeking for God and God’s 

(re)appearance to him.  God’s renewing of his presence to Job repairs the very real 

damage done to their relationship caused by the satan’s maliciousness; throughout the 

book Job, the most upright person on the earth, tries in vain to prove himself right to God, 

and in the end it is God himself who must prove himself faithful to his character and 

faithful to Job. 

 

In the Psalms 

 

Among the faithful, for Job as well as the psalmist, the expectation is presence, 

for God to be a refuge.  This is not a false expectation; many of the psalms are formed 

according to this expectation.  However, as the exiled Israelites learned, God sometimes 

works through hiddenness.  What looks like absence is a necessary measure for the 

growth of the believer, but this growth sometimes needs to occur by God making his 

presence less obvious, as St. John and Mother Teresa displayed.  Job’s outrage at God’s 

hiddenness is a statement of faith in God’s character, not accusing the character of God 

himself but saying that God is not acting according to it (or at least not in the way that 

Job understood it).  He later, after God speaks through the whirlwind, discovers that 

God’s purpose for the world is not exhausted in blessing the life of the most righteous 

man on earth—that God is bigger and Job smaller than Job had previously thought—and 

based upon the relative ease of Job’s life before his sorrows, a sense of God’s distance 

may have been the only way for Job to grow in this manner.  As God’s absence would be 

the nonexistence of whichever part of creation he could presumably be absent from, pure 
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absence is theologically nonsensical.  Because of this, the faithful can believe that if God 

seems absent, he is making himself hard to find for a purpose.  As the psalms below 

illustrate, the purposed nature of God’s hiddenness may not make it much easier to bear, 

but it can make it possible to bear his hiddenness without turning from him, to bear it 

with a degree of faith.  The psalmist does this by remembering God’s past presence and 

trusting in the return of his presence in the future.  While the theme of spiritual aridity 

and the elements comprising its definition in this paper are found in many psalms, I will 

focus on Psalms 38 and 22 at this time.   

 Though the Hebrew title for the psalms is tehillim (praises) Robert Davidson 

writes that somehow within that overarching structure of praise, a communal recognition 

of the place of laments within faith is crucial.
13

  Davidson writes that “‘Why?’ and ‘How 

long?’ were repeatedly discovered to be as authentic cries as ‘Hallelujah’” in a 

community that struggled to make sense of “the God whose presence was celebrated in 

worship, but who often seemed strangely absent.”
14

  The strangely absent God is met 

with a persevering faith based upon God’s trustworthy nature and the memory of God’s 

work in the past.  

   Psalm 38 reads rather like a missing section of verse from the middle prose 

section in Job than the question-problem-trust pattern exhibited in psalms 10 and 13. The 

psalmist here feels that God has afflicted him for his sins, causing his friends and family 

to abandon him, and provoking him to a deep repentance for his sins.
15

  Psalm 38 situates 

the author’s faith in the Lord in the midst of his repentance, affliction, and derision from 
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others. In the middle of his dilemma, the psalmist declares, “But for you, O Lord, do I 

wait; it is you, O Lord my God, who will answer.”
16

  The psalmist’s supplication in light 

of this trust occurs at the end of this psalm. He cries, “Do not forsake me, O Lord! O my 

God, be not far from me! Make haste to help me, O Lord, my salvation!”
17

 Although 

there is no resolution given in this particular psalm, I agree with Davidson that merely the 

act of worship demonstrates a placing of faith in the God for whose appearance he waits.  

 Psalm 22 encloses a plea much like the end of psalm 38: “But you, O Lord, do not 

be far off! O you my help, come quickly to my aid!”
18

  In the first two verses, the 

psalmist voices his sense of abandonment, crying, “My God, my God, why have you 

forsaken me? Why are you so far from saving me, from the words of my groaning? O my 

God, I cry by day, but you do not answer, and by night, but I find no rest.”
19

  The author 

moves then to remember God’s holiness and his historical deliverance of Israel in verses 

3-5; he recounts others’ derision of him in verses 6-8, then recalls God’s sustainment of 

him in his own personal history. In verses 12-18, the psalmist describes the terror of his 

plight, and in verses 19-21 he calls again to the Lord to save him. In the last several 

verses, 21-31, he turns from the present situation to praise God for what he has done and 

what he will do.
20
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 The past tense is tricky here, ambiguous whether God’s past salvation is out of the situation 
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 The resolution of God’s absence and the psalmist’s calling him to be present is 

ambiguous at the end of the psalm in regards to his own individual situation—similar to 

psalm 38—however, by not writing of an answer to his own individual dilemma, he is 

able to make claims of a more global salvation in the last several verses. 

All the ends of the earth shall remember and turn to the Lord, and all the families 

of the nations shall worship before you. For kingship belongs to the Lord, and he 

rules over the nations. All the prosperous of the earth eat and worship; before him 

shall bow all who go down to the dust, even the one who could not keep himself 

alive. Posterity shall serve him; it shall be told of the Lord to the coming 

generation; they shall come and proclaim his righteousness to a people yet 

unborn, that he has done it.
21

 

 

This geographic and temporal broadening is especially significant since, perhaps more 

obviously so than any of the other psalms, psalm 22 is a prayer of Christ.
22

 The salvific 

tone of the end of this psalm, as well as Christ’s echoing of its first line as he hung on the 

cross, contributes to a fruitful reading of this psalm in a Christological light.
23

 Thus read, 

it points even more substantially towards a validation of the feeling of separation from 

God explored thus far, in that Christ himself manifested it in his death. Christ’s use of the 

first verse in psalm 22 (“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”) on the cross 

furthermore supports the argument that God is in fact always at work, even when he 

seems to be absent.   
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Conclusion 

 

 Sometime the hiddenness of God is necessary in order to work out his purposes.  

This is seen in the empathy of Mother Teresa for the physically and spiritually poor in 

Calcutta, in Job’s increased humility and proof of serving God for Godself and not for his 

blessings, and more importantly here than anywhere else in the story of God’s work in 

the world: in the crucifixion, in that Christ took on the rejection of the Father for the sake 

of those who could not bridge the distance between God and humankind on their own.  

The death of the Christ, the incarnation of God, especially in regards to the span of time 

before the resurrection, illustrates God’s ability to bring to fruition (the greatest) good 

through his hiddenness, even when he seems to have abandoned the faithful. 

 God’s work in the lives of Mother Teresa, Job, and the psalmist illustrate John’s 

claim that God’s hiddenness is for the sake of his relationship with the believer faced 

with spiritual aridity.  I will explore the relation of God’s role as creator to the theme of 

trustworthiness in the next chapter.  However, now that the purposed spiritual aridity of 

Mother Teresa, Job, and the psalmist has been examined, it is a necessary reminder that at 

least one of God’s purposes in the act of creation was to create beings with whom he 

could share himself, out of an excess of intra-trinitarian love.  Whatever his specific 

purpose for each individual believer who experiences spiritual aridity stemming from 

God’s hiddenness, the ultimate purpose is for the sake of the communion with humankind 

he began creation seeking to share.  With that drive for communion in mind, I will 

elaborate in the concluding chapter how God’s role as creator and his remembered 

presence in the world are signs for us of his trustworthy nature, making worthwhile our 

trust that hiddenness has a sanctifying end.
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

Living within the Tension  

 

 

Throughout the last two chapters, a nuanced tension between God’s absence and 

presence has been dramatized, through specific persons and through scripture.  This 

tension can best be explained as God’s hiddenness, rather than a complete absence.  In 

the lives of Mother Teresa and Job, as well as in the prayers of the psalmist, a felt 

abandonment by God resulted in anguish from unsatisfying seeking and often doubt 

regarding God’s purpose.  The church, when addressing this hiddenness, should avoid 

consolation that assumes a doubting Christian is merely perceiving God falsely.  Inherent 

to being finite creatures is an inability to perceive God completely; this tendency is not 

limited to Christians who feel God’s distance.  A way to live in faith despite God’s 

hiddenness should neither cast aside what can be known about God’s nature nor presume 

that a doubting believer can simply change her mind and resolve her dilemma.  In this 

chapter, I will consider the trustworthiness of God predicated upon God’s role as creator-

from-nothing, and then move on to a suggestion of how believers and their churches 

ought to deal with spiritual aridity, by focusing on perseverance aided by memory as an 

act of faith and the community of believers.   

 

Creation as the Basis of God’s Trustworthiness 

 

 When a believer experiences, through a bout of spiritual aridity, a heightened 

sense of God’s distance from herself, it may seem that this hiddenness is all that 

characterizes that relationship.  The exercise of memory as an act of faith contributes to 
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the believer’s ability to trust that the hidden God is working out her sanctification through 

spiritual aridity.  Continual recollection of God’s unchanging nature is a crucial aspect of 

this faith-bolstering memory.  I will focus here on God’s role as creator, since it is the 

most relevant aspect of his nature in regards to the concept of hiddenness.   

 Creatio ex nihilo—God’s creation of the world out of nothing—means that 

everything that was made, was made by him, and in so far as it exists as it was created to 

exist, it does so by participating in his nature.  It follows from this that if God were to 

remove himself entirely from some piece of his creation, that piece would cease to exist.  

This doctrine places God outside of the world he has fashioned as creator, but within it as 

its sustainer.  Non-contrastive transcendence is the name given to God’s characteristic of 

transcending his creation so wholly that he may work within it as minutely as he chooses 

without compromising the set-apartness of his holiness.  This holiness necessitates that 

God was the one to make the first move to bridge the gap between himself and his 

creation through the incarnation.  As Job and the psalmist drew heavily upon their 

remembrance of God’s prior actions to color their understanding of their situation and the 

future following it, so can we today trust that the God who took on human flesh and 

sacrificed himself so that his creation could be reconciled to him will not afterwards 

abandon the creatures for whom he took such lengths for the sake of restoring their 

communion with him.    

 A firm concept of God’s role as creator serves to complicate the distance from 

God experienced in spiritual aridity, so that his hiddenness cannot coherently be called 

absence.  Absence alone would mean non-existence.  Because of God’s ongoing creation 

of the world—he is still needed to sustain it—there is no corner from which God can 
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wholly be absent.  These doctrines matter because they show that God is trustworthy, that 

God’s nature is such that it is wise to place faith in him regardless of a lack of the 

emotional apparatus that makes faith easier.  God’s free, unnecessary creation of the 

world, populating it with people to share in his love with no constraint or need to do so, 

suggests his trustworthiness.  Rowan Williams bases his concept of God’s trustworthiness 

firmly upon the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo. 

God can’t have a selfish agenda, because he can’t want anything for himself 

except to be the way he is.  So if the world exists because of his action, the only 

motivation for this that we can even begin to think of is sheer unselfish love.  He 

wants to give what he is to what isn’t him; he wants difference to appear, he 

wants an Other to receive his joy and delight.  He isn’t bored and in need of 

company.  He isn’t frustrated and in need of help.
1
 

 

Because God had no need to create people to share himself with—it did not make him 

more himself, though he was acting in accordance with the nature he has eternally had—

our existence is pure gift.   

 In addition to the giftedness of creation as theological support for God’s 

trustworthiness, God has made the purpose of that gratuitous creation known.  In 

Ephesians 1, Paul discusses that the purpose of God’s creation has been made evident. 

“In him [Christ] we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our 

trespasses, according to the riches of his grace, which he lavished upon us, in all 

wisdom and insight making known to us the mystery of his will, according to his 

purpose, which he set forth in Christ as a plan for the fullness of time, to unite all 

things in him, things in heaven and on earth.”
2
 

 

The reason that we exist at all is to be in relationship with God, and far from seeking his 

own good at our expense—what Rowan Williams would call a selfish agenda—God 

instead ordains his own self-giving for our sake as part of his original plan.  From before 
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the beginning of creation, God knew that the creatures he created to be in relationship 

with him would fall away from this communion; they would become unable to meet him 

in the relationship he intended to share with them, and they would need to be rescued.  

The eternal plan of Christ’s incarnation meets humanity’s distance from God by his 

coming down to where we are and creating a relationship where we could not.   

 These truths are, in my opinion, the most important pieces of tradition to hang 

onto when aridity has replaced spiritual enthusiasm.  However, one of the aspects of 

spiritual aridity that may present itself when a believer is faced with God’s hiddenness is 

an apathy or even distaste for the things of God.  This may manifest itself in difficulty in 

corporate worship, the acknowledgment of sound doctrine, scripture-reading, or other 

areas of the life of faith.  Here is where the church comes in.  Doctrine is important—it 

helps us understand God’s nature according to our abilities—but believers faced with a 

heightened sense of God’s distance need the community of faith to remind them of God’s 

nature if these doctrines become difficult to remember or believe.  Sons and daughters of 

God are responsible for reminding those in the community whose burden is spiritual 

aridity the truths about God that do not change regardless of a believer’s specific 

circumstance.  They are also responsible for living lives that point to the trustworthiness 

of the God described by these truths.  For my part, I think that the compassion that Job’s 

friends demonstrated by sitting with Job in his anguish (before riddling him through with 

theology) provides a helpful image of what is required from the community of faith when 

one member is struggling with an experience of this nature. 
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A Believer’s Appropriate Response to God’s Hiddenness 

 

 The church is not called to “fix” spiritual dryness, but to be present with the 

believer that God is leading through aridity like Job’s friends initially were.  Similarly, 

the believer himself is not supposed to fight her way out of this darkness, certainly not 

when it is a purgation for the sake of her relationship with his Lord.  In fact, St. John 

writes that believers ought to “take courage and desire that God place them in this night 

where the soul is strengthened in virtue and fortified for the inestimable delights of the 

love of God.”
3
 

Daniel Taylor, writing to Christians wrestling with doubt of a more intellectual 

kind than has been explored in this paper, nevertheless offers some very practical insights 

on living with a similarly felt imperfect faith, though its cause is somewhat different.  He 

writes that there is a risky commitment inherent in every instance of belief, but that the 

commitment is worthwhile.  Taylor offers three aids to faith when faith is hard: memory, 

community, and perseverance.
4
  I think that these aids are helpful bolsters to faith when 

God’s distance is felt.  Perseverance is the most crucial response when faced with 

spiritual dryness, but as illustrated throughout the previous page, memory of past faith (of 

the believer and of her community) makes this perseverance possible.  In light of the 

difficulty in delighting in the things of God that spiritual aridity can sometimes cause, the 

support of the community of believers contribute to help make the memory which 

undergirds perseverance more feasible.  
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Perseverance 

 

 If spiritual aridity is not something antagonistic to the life of faith but rather a 

purposed method of sanctification for the believer, living in light of this distance will 

look less like “getting out” of the dark night and more like the bolstering of faith sans 

emotional apparatus that it is.  St. John notes that when a believer is faced with the 

purging of spiritual aridity, “they not only fail to receive satisfaction and pleasure from 

their spiritual exercises and works, as they formerly did, but also find these exercises 

distasteful and bitter.”
5
  This is not cause to cease spiritual exercises altogether, but it is 

reason to be less concerned about whether or not the believer has the appropriate 

emotional response to such exercises.  It is certainly no time to try to manufacture the 

feelings that may seem appropriate but fail to accompany spiritual activity.  “At this 

time,” John writes, “a person’s own efforts are of no avail, but an obstacle to the interior 

peace and work God is producing in the spirit through that dryness of sense.”  Rather 

than focusing on recapturing the feelings that may have typically been associated with 

spiritual exercises, John exhorts persons undergoing the sensory dark night to seek a calm 

perseverance.  

The attitude necessary in this night of sense is to pay no attention to discursive 

meditation, since this is not the time for it.  They should allow the soul to remain 

in rest and quietude, even though it may seem very obvious to them that they are 

doing nothing and wasting time, and even though they think this disinclination to 

think about anything is due to their laxity.  Through patience and perseverance in 

prayer, they will be doing a great deal without activity on their part…. They must 

be content simply with a loving and peaceful attentiveness to God, and live 

without the concern, without the effort, and without the desire to taste and feel 

Him.  All these desires disquiet the soul and distract it from the peaceful quiet and 

sweet idleness of the contemplation which is being communicated to it.  
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Patience, and a “loving and peaceful attentiveness to God,” are more centrally involved 

to obedience during spiritual aridity than gauging the way the believer feels about her 

spiritual experiences.  Too much effort trying to manipulate what does not belong to the 

believer to manipulate will leave her exhausted and stuck in the state of spiritual aridity.  

This is something that God directs, and the best way for us to participate in that is to 

demonstrate endurance and patience. 

 Dietrich Bonhoeffer writes similarly of the need for endurance when faith does 

not occur exactly in the way that a believer would choose. 

Not only at the beginning, but repeatedly, there will be times when we feel a great 

spiritual dryness and apathy, even an inability to meditate.  We dare not be balked 

by such experiences.  Above all, we must not allow them to keep up from 

adhering to our meditation period with great patience and fidelity.  It is, therefore, 

not good for us to take too seriously the many untoward experiences we have with 

ourselves in meditation.  It is here that our old vanity and our illicit claims upon 

God may creep in by a pious detour, as if it were our right to have nothing but 

elevating and fruitful experiences, and as if the discovery of our own inner 

poverty were quite below our dignity.
6
 

 

Here Bonhoeffer warns of a desire to define our own relationship to God.  He draws upon 

a flaw similar to St. John of the Cross’ spiritual gluttony, occurring when a believer 

delights so in the spiritual nourishment that she seeks it greedily and without awe.  

Enjoyment of the fruits of obedience is not bad in itself, but it can cause us to seek the 

emotional apparatus of faith as the end of faith, rather than seeking God first and trusting 

that the emotional fruits of that search will come when God deems them to be beneficial.  

For Bonhoeffer as well as for John, there is real benefit to periods of spiritual aridity.  

Recognition of “our own inner poverty” is an aid to communion with God, though the 

process of spiritual aridity that is sometimes necessary to provide it feels initially like 
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distance.  The important part about the aridity is to persevere in faith through those 

periods.   

 

Memory 

 The use of memory as an act of faith is instrumental in supporting the 

perseverance necessary to grow through spiritual aridity.  John mentions that, like other 

spiritual exercises, the remembrance of an emotionally satisfying time of faith may 

become difficult during a period of spiritual aridity.  Mother Teresa, Job, and the psalmist 

demonstrate that the remembrance of discrete events of faith prove beneficial when 

memory of spiritual fulfillment becomes difficult.  

Mother Teresa, for example, in the depth of her dark night, recalled her vow to 

never refuse God anything as a somewhat objective tether to her faith, which she 

mentions in her letter quoted in Chapter 2.  “Years back” she wrote to Father Neuner, 

“…I wanted to give God something very beautiful.—I bound myself under pain of Mortal 

Sin not to refuse him anything… when sometimes the darkness is very dark—& I  am on 

the verge of saying “No to God” the thought of that promise pulls me up.”
7
  Though she 

struggled to feel the spiritual fervor that prompted her to make this vow in 1942 for much 

of her life as a Missionary of Charity, Mother Teresa was prompted to faithfulness by the 

memory of the vow.  Not only was this promise a relic from a time when God seemed 

less distant to her, reminding her that his nearness was felt at another time in her life, but 

her receptiveness to maintain the vow regardless of her spiritual aridity at that time 

enabled her to maintain the attentiveness to God counseled by John.  
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Job and the psalmist held on to their remembrances of faith, as well, when faced 

with God’s distance.  In chapter 29, Job remembers, as Mother Teresa did, the works he 

did for the love of God.  He delivered the poor and fatherless; he blessed widows and 

people near death; he was characterized by righteousness and justice; he served the blind 

and lame; he was a father to the needy and thwarted the plans of the unrighteous.
8
  His 

remembrances are not especially comforting to him; he clings to the memory of God’s 

work in his life and through him as a defense against his friends’ false accusations.  

Though this is a somewhat mournful remembrance, it serves a vital role in reminding Job 

that God has been trustworthy in the past and worthy of service—a hedge against 

assuming that God has become unfaithful during the time of his hiddenness.  In this 

exercise of memory, Job reminds himself of God’s past presence in his life, allowing him 

to hope desperately for God to return his presence to Job in a way that Job understands. 

Psalms 38 and 22 demonstrate a similar pattern of hoped-for presence on the basis 

of remembered presence.  As in Job’s case, the psalmist’s task in remembering God’s 

goodness and trustworthiness—recalling his work in the lives of his ancestors and 

reminding God of his steadfast love for his people—is a difficult one.  It is predicated 

upon God’s unchanging nature.  The fact that he can be relied upon to be the same in the 

future, and in the present, as he was in the past, enables the psalmist and Job to hope 

against the circumstantial evidence that God remains who he has always been, and has 

not become capricious, abandoning those whom he once loved.   
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Community 

 

While the memory of God’s past care and prompting of actions in his service is 

important for the believer faced with spiritual aridity, the above exemplars illustrate the 

challenge of maintaining this even for those generally recognized as very faithful.  Daniel 

Taylor, recognizing this, writes that he incorporates God’s sustaining presence in the 

lives of other believers into his own narrative of God’s faithfulness.   Taylor draws 

encouragement from Hebrews 12, primarily, but also from the many martyrs and scholars 

who have faced stronger barriers to faith than he himself has. 

Part of what has been presented to me is a history of faithfulness, a long lineage 

of men and women of all places and times and ages and races and classes 

stretching back to creation who have founded their lives on the reasonable 

expectation that God exists and cares for his creation.   And for this faith many 

“were stoned, they were sawn in two,... they were put to death with the sword; 

they went about in sheepskins, in goatskins, being destitute, afflicted, ill-treated 

([people] of whom the world was not worthy), wandering in deserts and 

mountains and caves and holes in the ground.”
9
.   

The current community of faith has a similar role, but believers who are not dealing with 

a heightened sense of God’s distance have a task that is two-fold in regards to their 

brothers and sisters who are.  “Faith,” Rowan Williams explains, “has a lot to do with the 

simple fact that there are trustworthy lives to be seen, that we can see in some believing 

people a world we’d like to live in.”
10

   Followers of Christ must live in such a way that 

their faithfulness can be seen as a feasible way to live—by non-believers, certainly, but 

by other believers as well.  The other task of believers who are not undergoing the 

purification of spiritual aridity is to remain present in the lives of those who feel God’s 

distance.  As Job’s friends sat with him in his sorrow and loss, as Mother Teresa’s many 
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spiritual advisors encouraged her that her soul was undergoing purgation rather than 

turning away from God, so do believers whose faith is bereft of emotional support due to 

spiritual aridity need for their community of faith to remain steadfast.  As mentioned 

before, there is no such thing as a perfect faith between a finite creature and her Creator.  

It is not for us to deem which imperfections are more threatening than others to the faith 

of a believer.  The distaste for spiritual exercises mentioned by St. John as an natural 

result of spiritual aridity, and the questioning of God that Job and the psalmist both 

exhibit, are expressions of the faithful within Christian tradition.  A deeply faithful 

church ought not shrink back in fear at these symptoms, but respond in patience and with 

grace.  As the believer faced with God’s hiddenness is called to persevere in faith by 

relying on God’s trustworthiness, the community surrounding this believer is called to 

remind her of this trustworthiness and, so far as it is in their power, make it believable to 

her through their steadfast support.   

Conclusion 

Although spiritual aridity makes wary many within the contemporary church 

because it seems to signify a troubling distance from God, my hope is that this paper 

reintroduces some concepts from the Christian tradition that point to a more constructive 

view of this aridity.  The writings of St. John of the Cross elaborate upon the sanctifying 

nature of spiritual aridity, which is a result of the hiddenness of God that is intended to 

purify the believer and draw her into closer communion with himself.  Because spiritual 

aridity is a method used by God for the improvement of the believer’s relationship with 

him, it ought to be seen not as a problem of faith but rather as a challenging (and 

rewarding) type of sanctification.  Mother Teresa, Job, and the psalmist have 
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demonstrated the faithful response to God’s hiddenness through their determination to 

place their trust in God and their remembrances of his past action, contributing to the 

endurance of each individual’s faith.   Following in the tradition of these exemplars, 

Christians whose spiritual life is characterized at times by God’s hiddenness can find 

support for the trustworthiness of God in his role as creator and in his self-giving seeking 

of communion with his creatures.  When remembrance of God’s nature and past presence 

becomes challenging, as St. John of the Cross warned it might, the believer’s church 

ought to step in and help her to remember, rather than balking at her apparent lack of 

closeness to God.   By looking towards the prevalence of spiritual aridity in the canon of 

scripture and in the writings of faithful Christians, the contemporary church can frame 

spiritual aridity as a means for a believer’s increased communion with God and thus 

begin to discern how to patiently and graciously be the community of faith for those 

believers for whom God’s hiddenness is his method of sanctification.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

44 

 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

 

 

 

Bonhoeffer, Dietrich.  Life Together: The Classic Exploration of Christian 

 Community.  New York, NY: Harper & Row Publishers, Inc., 1954. 

Davidson, Robert, M.A. The Courage to Doubt: Exploring an Old Testament Theme. 

 London: SCM, 1983. 

Gutiérrez, Gustavo. On Job: God-Talk and the Suffering of the Innocent. Maryknoll, 

 N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1987. 

 

John of the Cross, O.C.D.  The Dark Night.  Washington, DC: ICS Publications, 

 1979. 

 

Kolodiejchuk, M.C., Brian, ed.  Come Be My Light.  New York: Doubleday, 2007. 

 

Milosz, Czeslaw.  “Veni Creator.”  New and Collected Poems 1931-2001. New York: 

 Ecco, 2001, 223. 

 

Taylor, Daniel.  The Myth of Certainty.  Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1992. 

 

Williams, Rowan.  Tokens of Trust.  Louisville KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 

 2010. 

 

 


