Marta Vicente 354

Bathing in Tears:
Transgressive Readings of Emotion and Sainthood in Sixteenth-Century Spain

Marta V. Vicente
(University of Kansas)

Tears: The Language of the Soul

“We must not be ashamed of crying, on the contrary, the saints teach us that tears
are a gift—sometimes a grace, a sign of repentance, a liberation of the heart.” This is the
message Pope Francis chose to convey when, on April 23, 2022, he received in audience
some 2,800 Italian parishioners from the Pastoral Community of the Shrine of Our Lady
of the Tears in Treviglio, Northern Italy. The community was celebrating the 500th
anniversary of the “miracle of the Virgin” on February 28, 1522. On that day a statue of
the Virgin Mary was said to have shed tears, prompting the French soldiers who had been
besieging the city to abandon their attack and flee in terror. In his address to the Italian
pilgrims, Pope Francis highlighted the special significance of Mary's tears for the Christian
faith, which “reflect the tears of Jesus” at our miseries.

Pope Francis chose to speak to this community of faith using imagery familiar to
Catholics. Reports of miraculous images of the Virgin shedding tears had emerged across
regions, often in response to historical and religious crises. In November 1643, during the
French siege of Rottweil in Germany, witnesses reported that, during prayer, a statue of
the Madonna and Child “wept, spoke, and turned its head toward heaven.” The event was
regarded as a miracle and attributed to the Virgin Mary's intercession in the nearby Battle
of Tuttlingen (Streeton 2004, 121-160).! Similarly, the painting of the Irish Madonna of
Hungary (an Irish-themed Madonna located in Hungary) shed tears of blood on Saint
Patrick’s Day in 1697, a lamentation for the persecution of Irish Catholics in Hungary.
Closer to home, Italian devotees could refer to earlier episodes, such as the case in Arezzo
in 1499, where an image of the Virgin Mary, the Madonna delle Lacrime, was observed to
shed tears during prayer (Cruz 1993, 133-35).

Tears have long served as an expression of emotional and spiritual struggle across
religious traditions. This is illustrated in the Gospels by the shortest verse in the Bible—
"Jesus wept”—which appears when Jesus learns of his friend Lazarus’s death in the town
of Bethany.? In the ancient Indian text Bhagavad Gita, Prince Arjuna’s eyes filled with
tears as he confronted a profound moral dilemma—torn between his duty as a warrior and
his love for family members fighting on the opposing side. In Mesopotamian mythology,
the goddess Ereshkigal, ruler of the underworld, shed tears of such intensity that those who
gaze upon them would die (Sonik 2017, 219-261). While sacred figures and images were
occasionally described as crying in response to moments of collective anguish or sin, it was
more common for the faithful themselves to cry in contexts of devotional fervor or
supplication. Such was the case of Alonso Cabrera of the New Kingdom of Granada, who,
in 1653, upon learning of his wife's grave illness, sought the intercession of the Virgin at
the Convent of Santo Domingo. Kneeling before the image of the Virgin of Chinquinquira,
Cabrera wept as he pleaded for her aid. Amid his tears, he vowed that if his wife’s health

! The statue became known as Our Lady of the Turning Eyes.
2 ¢8akpuaoev 0 'Inoots (John 11:35). Christ weeps two more times (Luke 19:41; Hebrews 5:7-9).
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were restored—as it was—he would undertake a pilgrimage to the Virgin’s sanctuary and
sponsor a series of novenas in her honor (Cioran 1995; Cousi 2018).

Whether shed by religious icons or human devotees, tears hold a profound
transformative power: they can turn despair into hope, suffering into healing, and, at times,
make miracles possible. Tears can also enable a crossing of thresholds, allowing believers
to move from the human realm into the divine. More than mere signs of sorrow or ecstasy,
they serve as a medium of transition—from the physical to the spiritual—enabling the
mystic’s soul to transcend the limits of the body in its journey toward union with God. And
yet, this journey begins from the body itself. Far from being mere emotional reactions,
tears are material expressions of affect—bridges between the tangible and the intangible.
In their materiality they can trespass the spatial dimension of the human and the divine.

In this article, I examine how tears—manifestations of profound emotion—operate
as a subversive force capable of transforming symbolic spaces (Feros, Champion, and
Essary 2019) in the texts of two sixteenth-century Spanish mystics, Teresa of Avila (1515-
1582) and John of the Cross (1542—1591), both later canonized as saints (Teresa in 1622;
John in 1726). I also situate their conceptions of tears within the broader framework of
embodied emotion in early modern societies.> Emanating from the body, tears underscore
that knowledge of God is not purely intellectual but deeply embodied—rooted in physical
experience and expressed through water, the elemental substance of emotion. Yet tears do
not act in isolation; they are agents of both spatial and spiritual transformation. The places
they touch—whether physical (altars, images, cloisters) or symbolic (the heart of Christ)—
are imbued with new meaning through the presence of feeling. Just as underwater sounds
can reshape marine life and its surroundings, tears have the power to alter spiritual
landscapes (Simpson et al., 2005, 221). In this way, they mark thresholds between the seen
and unseen, the rational and ineffable, the human and divine. Ultimately, tears become
visible traces of the soul’s transformation—a sign of the inner fire of divine love made
manifest.

To fully grasp the transformative power of tears in the medieval and early modern
Europe, we must situate them within a broader cultural context—one shaped by beliefs in
the transformation of matter and the deep connection between emotional experience and
bodily change. This was a period marked by a fascination with transformation: from the
incorruptibility of certain saints’ bodies to the promise of bodily resurrection. Changing
conceptions of matter lay at the heart of religious and philosophical thought. Yet this
transformation was also seen as paradoxical. While the body could be sanctified, it was
equally viewed as earthly and distracting—something that could hinder the soul’s
communion with God. Such preoccupation with the body and its mutability extended
beyond theology. In the sixteenth century, anatomist and physician Andreas Vesalius
explored the interior of the body, reimagining it as something knowable, malleable, and
open to empirical investigation. At the same time, the ancient Greek theory of the four
humors—still influential among medieval and early modern physicians—understood the
body as fundamentally fluid, governed by the shifting balance of mutable substances. This

3 The term affect, from the Latin affectus (affection), refers to the deep connection between emotion and the
body. Affect is spontaneous, arising from the inner depths of the self, but it requires the body as its vehicle
of expression. The Latin terminology that allowed key religious authors like Augustine or the Saxon
theologian Hugh of St Victor to connect the body to spontaneous movements of the heart from love and
desire to joy.
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fascination with transformation also appeared in emerging fields like alchemy and early
natural philosophy, where thinkers investigated not only the transmutation of elements but,
in some cases, the transformation of the human body itself (Moran 2023; Taunton 2017;
Skuse 2021). Mystic experiences in medieval and early modern Europe were part of this
medical and scientific culture of transformation and mutation of the body as well as the
central role of the body within Christian theology and symbolism. If the body could be
cleansed and made ready to be the receptacle of divine presence, in this process emotions
were key. They could aid the difficult journey of traveling from the human to the divine.

Tears take on a sacramental quality. Like the holy water of baptism, they purify and
transform—mnot only the individual but also the spaces they touch. In this way, tears become
a sacred language: an embodied form of prayer that communicates directly with the divine.
As the sixteenth-century Spanish mystic Francisco de Osuna proclaimed, tears can be a
“maravillosa retorica” (marvelous rhetoric) when conversing with God, for “las cosas que
por si no valen para con Dios, envueltas con las lagrimas, valen mucho” ( the things that,
in themselves, have no value before God, when wrapped in tears, become worth much)
(Osuna 2016, L.11, C.1). They carry a form of emotional knowledge that speaks to the non-
rational dimensions of the self. Mystical experiences often find expression in this embodied
form, challenging established theological or intellectual discourses. Tears enable mystical
speech—a kind of language made of “words that confess what they are unable to say.”
These emotional outbursts, ungoverned by reason and arising from the depths of the soul,
allow mystics to give voice to the ineffable (Hollywood 2012).

For some mystics, tears aid the soul’s ascent and transformation in its journey
toward union with God. They serve as a form of spiritual speech, allowing the penitent to
cross into the divine realm while also cleansing and purifying the soul. The seventh-century
mystic Isaac the Syrian described tears as the "fragrance of the heart’s prayer," believing
that when God perceives this fragrance, “If the commencement of our prayer is wakeful
and attentive, and we wet our cheeks with tears ... As He perceives the pleasing scent of
our heart’s pure fragrance, He will send the fire of His Spirit to consume our sacrifices and
raise up our mind along with them in the flames to heaven.” (Brock 1987, 210-211).
Through weeping, the faithful embody what Ignatius of Loyola, the sixteenth-century
mystic and founder of the Jesuit order, called movimientos interiores—inner movements
of the heart, motions of the soul that draw the soul nearer to God. To Ignatius tears are a
possible physical manifestation of these inner movements, tears that arise from a deep
interior awareness of God’s presence: “I call it consolation when some interior movement
in the soul is caused, through which the soul comes to be inflamed with love of its Creator
and Lord; and when it can in consequence love no creature on the face of the earth for its
own sake, but only in the Creator of them all. Likewise, when it sheds tears that move to
the love of its Lord, whether out of sorrow for one’s sins, or for the Passion of Christ our
Lord, or because of other things directly connected with His service and praise” (Loyola
1991, Rule 3, 316). Tears matter because they can signify a deeper alignment of the soul
with God’s will, but it is through such internal movements, as a water on a stream, that
they find their way to the divine.

In 1522, the Catalan duchess Isabel de Requesens i Enriquez, devoted widow of
Ramon Folc de Cardona, drew upon such imagery of transformation and metamorphosis
in her poetic lament (Bynum 2006). Grief found physical expression when she
commissioned a lavish mausoleum from the Italian sculptor Giovanni Merliano da Nola—
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a tribute to her sorrow and a monument to her husband’s memory. The mausoleum became
a tangible manifestation of a widow’s emotional suffering, where tears were imagined
transforming, cleansing, and emptying the body. One of the inscriptions on the tomb bears
her poetic lament: “Servavi thalamum genio/ dulcissime coniux/ servandus nunc est/ pro
thalamo tumulus./Ornasti et manes lacrimis/ miserabilis uxor/ haud optare alias/ fas erat
inferias.” (Yeguas i Gassé 2009).% In Roman religion, Genius and Manes represented
different versions of a person's spirit. In the poem, the shift from Genius to Manes marks
the transition from life to death. While the duchess’ husband was alive, her duty was to the
"marriage bed" (thalamus). She kept it as a loyal and chaste wife "for his Genius." Now
that he is dead, her "marriage bed" has become his "tomb" (tumulus). Her loyalty has not
ended, though; it has simply changed form. It was "not right" (haud... fas) to offer anything
else, since tears of a devoted spouse are the most "pious" offering one could give to the
Manes. Through weeping, she transcended the boundaries of her own body, trespassing the
space of the living to accompany her beloved into the divine realm (Silleras-Fernandez
2024). This act of mourning reflects a deeper process of transformation—of substance
becoming something else. The nuptial chamber becomes the marital tomb, undergoing a
metamorphosis in both function and meaning. As a representation of a relationship,
weeping evolves beyond mere emotional expression; it becomes a sacred discourse
between heaven and earth (Mikva 2012, 157). In this symbolic framework, it would not
have seemed strange or unnatural for objects to move, evolve, and transform—imbued with
life through love and grief (Bynum 2015).

In the period between 1150 and 1550, an increasing number of Christians in western
Europe made pilgrimage to places where material objects —paintings, statues, relics,
pieces of wood, earth, and stones— allegedly erupted into life (Jurkowlaniec,
Matyjaszkiewick and Sarnecka 2017; Walsham 2010). These objects appeared animated
— they wept, bled, and even walked. Such phenomena posed a challenge to Christians. On
one hand, they sought ever more frequent encounters with miraculous matter, and, on the
other, they turned toward an inward piety that rejected material objects of devotion. By the
fifteenth century, these aspirations, accompanied by new anxieties and concerns, were at
the heart of religious practice and polemic. While weeping objects had lost their appeal,
the tears of the penitent remained powerful—they could provoke the inner movement and
transformation necessary to cross into the divine chamber.

Tears, Water and Life

Que nous révele I’eau qui est associée tantdt a la vie, tantot a la
mort, a la protection et au danger, a la purification et a la
souillure, a la renaissance et a la destruction, au plaisir et a la

noyade ? Corine Pelluchon, L ’étre et la mere’

The essence of being has long been tied to the four classical elements—earth, water,
air, and fire—each linking the human body and soul to the surrounding environment. In

4 “I preserved the marriage chamber for your spirit, most beloved spouse; now must this tomb serve for that
chamber. You adorn the dead with my tears—wretched wife that I am. It was only right to seek no other
funeral offerings.”

5 “What does water reveal to us, which is sometimes associated with life, sometimes with death, with
protection and danger, with purification and defilement, with rebirth and destruction, with pleasure and
drowning?”’
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mystical traditions, these elements served as bridges between the physical and the divine,
enabling mystics to transcend ordinary spaces and connect the visible with the invisible,
the tangible with the spiritual. Many mystics drew on elemental imagery to describe their
encounters with the divine. Drawing on the Gospel of John—where Jesus compares the
Holy Spirit to the wind—the sixteenth-century Spanish mystic and poet Saint John of the
Cross deepened this imagery, understanding God as air: when we try to grasp it with our
hands, it slips away. He also spoke of God as fire: !Oh, llama de amor viva/que tiernamente
hieres/ de mi alma en el mas profundo centro! (John 2019, stanza 1, 789).° Yet it is water—
especially in the form of tears—that emerges as the most powerful element for mediating
between the human and the divine.’

Water’s inherent qualities—its fluidity, adaptability, and dual capacity to cleanse
or destroy—make it a potent symbol of transformation. It shifts effortlessly between states
(solid, liquid, vapor), dissolving what is old to make space for the new. Whether through
tears, ritual washings, natural forces, or mythical metamorphoses, water often marks key
transitions between states of being. In alchemical thought, water was considered a primary
substance, essential to the processes of purification and transmutation—able to dissolve
and reform matter. Part of the alchemy process involved dissolving matter into its own
water. From an alchemist point of view, tears worked as “solutions,” the liquids formed
when a substance is dissolved in another. They worked as catalyst for transformation to
restore the flow of life-energy (Lopez Pérez, Rey Bueno and Kahn 2010; Nelson 2005,
198). Symbolically, water also defines liminal spaces: crossing a river, entering the sea, or
submerging oneself in water often signifies a passage from one state to another—from life
to death, ignorance to knowledge, or sin to salvation.

As water becomes tears, it expresses the connection between the visible and the
invisible—the physical body and the emotional world. Aligned with the element of water,
tears symbolize emotion, fluidity, and transformation. Just as water carves its path through
rock, reshaping it over time, so too do tears streaming down the cheeks of a fervent mystic
create a passage for the soul to journey—from the confines of the body to the Source, to
God. Spaces, inseparable from our awareness of being, are not merely physical locations
but dynamic phenomena imbued with meaning through our interactions and emotional
engagements with them (Bachelard 2014). In the Bible, tears can even become a space in
themselves—a portal to the divine. Weeping opens what prayer alone sometimes cannot:
“Hear my prayer, O Lord, and give ear unto my cry; keep not silence at my tears.” Tears
can heal, transform, soften, trespass, and permeate. Echoing Victor Hugo’s insight that
“those who do not weep, do not see,” tears can offer the soul a kind of clarity—an inner
vision capable of perceiving truth (Hugo 1982).

There is a long tradition in medieval mysticism of tears as transformative. The
fifteenth-century English mystic Margery Kempe expressed in her weeping—sometimes
in the form of sobbing and loud wailing—her true devotion to Christ. Facing criticism from
her community Kempe referred to a list of pious Christians who had also expressed
emotional connection with the divine through tears. In her book Kempe referred to several
holy authors such as Marie de Oignies, St Elizabeth of Hungary and Richard Rolle as

6 “Q living flame of love / That tenderly wounds my soul / In its deepest center!”

7 Water is a recurring symbol in the Bible, appearing from the very first verses of Genesis to the final
chapter of Revelation. It often represents cleansing, judgment, life, and the Holy Spirit (Mena Hernandez,
2008).
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examples of holy weeping tied to compassion (Kempe 2000). To Kempe, tears were the
necessary tool to take her in the journey to be one with Christ (Dinshaw 2006). Kempe’s
public display of her devotion through tears contrasts with the subdued place of emotions
in mystics such as the Spanish sixteenth-century founder of the order of the Discalced
Carmelites Teresa of Avila. Yet, no other mystic better reflects the transforming role of
tears as Teresa particularly when seen in connection with Teresa’s use of water in her
symbology. Like a quiet, persistent drop of water shaping the surface of a rock, Teresa’s
tears formed an invisible bridge between body and spirit, allowing her to traverse the space
between them.

Tears appear frequently in the writings of Teresa—tears of sorrow, penance, and
shame—often imbued with a transformative power. In her Libro de la Vida (Book of her
Life), she recounts a pivotal moment of spiritual awakening during her time at the Convent
of the Incarnation in Avila. Troubled by what she saw as her faltering spiritual progress,
Teresa experienced a profound conversion upon encountering a statue of the wounded
Christ, brought to the convent for the celebration of a feast. Overcome by the sight, she
writes: “Fue tanto lo que senti de lo mal que habia agradecido aquellas llagas, que el
corazOn me parece se me partia: y arrojéme cabe ¢l con grandisimo derramamiento de
lagrimas” (Teresa 2023, 9.1).8 These are not simply tears of emotion—they mark a decisive
turning point in her inner life and foreshadow her future role as a reformer and founder.
That experience, grounded in sorrow and repentance, set her on a new path—one that
would ultimately lead to the reform of the Carmelite order. Teresa also presents the penitent
Saint Mary Magdalene as a model of tearful conversion. Her reference is significant: during
the Counter-Reformation, images of Mary Magdalene weeping in contemplation of her
past sins were widely circulated. These paintings served a didactic purpose—affirming the
Sacrament of Penance and offering a visual model for imitation, including the shedding of
tears. At a time when Protestant reformers were downplaying the Catholic emphasis on
“good works,” including penance, such representations reinforced the value of contrition,
sorrow, and spiritual renewal within Catholic devotional life.

For Teresa, tears reflect her symbolic understanding of water and its powerful role
in her journey toward God—not only as a means of communion with the Source but also
to make that journey intelligible to the reader. In Las Moradas (Interior Castle) the mystic
talks about her interest in knowing about water: "soy tan amiga de este elemento, que le he
mirado con mas advertencia que otras cosas; que en todas las que cri6 tan gran Dios, tan
sabio, debe haber hartos secretos de que nos podemos aprovechar" (Teresa 1999, fourth
mansion, chapter 2).° This is an interest that relates to Teresa’s possible curiosity on
alchemy: “Mucho valiera aqui poder hablar con quien supiera filosofia [alquimica], porque,
sabiendo las propiedades de las cosas, me supiera declarar” (Alvarez Sanchez 2025, 25).1°
With the term “philosophy” Teresa may have well been referring to natural philosophy and
particularly to alchemy since she mentions her interest in “sabiendo las propiedades de las
cosas.” This may seem quite probable given the great inquisitiveness Teresa had about her

8 < felt so sorry for how ungrateful I had been for those wounds that my heart seemed to break, and I threw
myself before him with a great outpouring of tears.”

% “] am such a friend of this element that I have looked at it with more caution than other things; for in all
those created by such a great God, so wise, there must be many secrets that we can take advantage of.”

10 “Tt would be so helpful to speak with someone knowledgeable in philosophy since they would be able to
explain things to me by understanding their properties."
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surroundings and finding ways of translating her own experience to others.!! What is
unquestionable is Teresa’s interest in water to express her devotion and her path, her
“camino,” to be one with God (Teresa 2023).

Water is a powerful symbolism for Teresa in the trespassing of spaces. Well known
is Teresa’s “four waters” of prayer, a metaphor she uses in her Vida to describe the
progressive stages of prayer and the soul’s union with God. The “four waters” refers to the
symbology of the watering of the garden— well, waterwheel, river, and rain —as to
describe different stages of prayer and divine grace. The garden represents the soul, and
the water symbolizes divine grace received through prayer. Each method of "watering"
corresponds to a deeper stage of spiritual development: first there is the “drawing water
from a well,” which equals to the labor-intensive beginner’s prayer, whereby the “water”
(grace) is drawn by human effort (Teresa 2023). A second stage comes with the water
wheel that represents the discursive meditation, when water flows more easily with less
effort. The third stage, the stream or river (affective prayer), water flows naturally with
little to no human effort required. The final stages are when the rain comes directly from
heaven, represents mystical union. The metaphor of the garden is a logical place to start,
since Teresa’s convent must have had the orchard and garden expected of convents at the
time. Water is then key in transitioning spiritual spaces and it is also key in Teresa’s view
on the role of tears in constructing those spaces since the different kind of waters can be
related to the greater or lesser passivity of the tears in prayer (Eymar 2015, 525).

The place of tears in prayer is consistently a medium to reach the space above.!?
Rather than stemming from pain or regret, Teresa’s tears frequently arise from
overwhelming joy and divine intimacy. For her, tears are a form of wordless
communication between the soul and God, expressing what language cannot. As a bodily
expression, they bridge the sensory and the mystical, much like her visions and poetic
imagery. Often, tears serve as catalysts for spiritual transformation, marking transitions
between inner states. Deeply attuned to spatial imagery, Teresa frequently turns to
architectural metaphors, imagining narratives as sacred spaces through which the believer
may cross from the human into the divine (Fogué 2022). In Interior Castle, for example,
she constructs a spiritual architecture of ascent. Within this framework, the soul progresses
through seven "mansions" toward the longed-for mystical union with God. Though the
metaphor of the castle is more spatial than vertical, its underlying structure—an inward,
ascending journey toward the divine—resonates with the symbolism of Jacob’s ladder from
the Bible (Genesis 28:12). This ladder, a staircase to heaven, represents the soul’s gradual
ascent through thirty stages toward perfection and union with God through love. This
symbolic ascent is echoed in the writings of the medieval English mystic Walter Hilton,
who adapts the image of Jacob’s ladder in his Scala Perfectionis ("Scale of Perfection")
(Hilton 2004). At the beginning of conversion, the penitent is overwhelmed by the memory
of sin, often expressed through intense weeping. This sorrow leads to meditation on
Christ’s Passion, which becomes a divine consolation. In such contemplation, the soul
perceives God in a bodily likeness. The meditator is moved to a profound compassion for
Christ, so powerful that the entire being—body and soul—is stirred to mourn and weep.

! Her references to alchemy could not be explicit given the danger of trading into heretic terrains at the
time.

12 Except for the pivotal episode of pain and regret in her Vida when she breaks down in tears in front of the
suffering Christ and determines at that moment to repair what she saw as her life of sin.
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In Teresa, architecture offers a symbolism of her own body, and the tears symbolize
the soul’s transformation, the inner fire of divine love refining and purifying the heart—an
echo of both Ovid’s passionate transformation in Metamorphoses and Saint Augustine’s
divine illumination in Confessions. The soul inhabits a space that is not static but dynamic,
in permanent transformation engaging in a relationship with God that transforms the One
(Teresa in this case) into the Other (God) (Mikva 2012, 156-172). Space holds forces that
transform into territory through the act of forming relationships.!* Space can be then the
void that takes the believer from the body to the divine, the emptiness of this space is filled
with tears. The bodily expression of tears unites the sensory with the mystical, much like
Teresa’s visions and poetic language. Her language blends emotional, sensory, and
mystical elements—sometimes deeply intimate and evocative—capturing those “lagrimas
de amor” (tears of love). These are not tears of sorrow, but of joy—joy so profound it
overflows in tears, speaking a language of the heart that words cannot capture. In Teresa,
tears emerge from the fire of divine love. Her tears are a prayer that purifies the heart;
“deshecha en lagrimas” (dissolved in tears) she draws closer to the Beloved. For Teresa,
tears are a gift of God, an expression of a soul aflame with love that longs only to be united
with God. Tears offer divine understanding—what Teresa saw as “glasses” through which
we come to see Jesus more clearly (Eymar 2015).

Teresa’ tears also connect us to the place of water as an element that bestows
potential for transformation in the world of early modern mystics and saints (Rudhart
2002). As Julia Kristeva has argued, throughout Teresa’s corpus, from Book of her Life to
Interior Castle, water helped Teresa put into words what was her own metamorphosis
(Kristeva 2014; Alvarez Sanchez 2025). In her "four waters" of prayer, Teresa associates
tears especially with the fourth stage, which she calls the prayer of union, where tears are
not a product of conscious emotion, but an involuntary response of the soul immersed in
divine presence: “Hallase bafiada de ellas sin sentirlo ni saber cudndo ni cémo las lloro,
mas dale gran deleite ver aplacado aquel impetu de el fuego con agua que le hace mas
crecer.” (Teresa 2023, 19.1).'* It is also in Interior Castle, written in 1577 two years after
her Vida, that Teresa understands the place of water as to trespass spaces and become a
space itself. The tears of her Vida are in Interior Castle the pouring water, the river where
the soul is immersed (engolfada).

Teresa was a mystic particularly connected with worldly affairs. Founder of
seventeen convents for the Discalced Carmelite nuns, Teresa was not only a mystical writer
but also a pragmatic administrator.!> She wrote detailed constitutions and guidelines for
her communities, managed property and finances, and often traveled under dangerous
conditions to found new convents. Her writings reflect this hybridity: someone who thrived
in the contemplative life while at the same time being a forceful and practical leader who
most likely had accumulated a good knowledge of key literary authors during her youth

13 Vinciane Despret argues that space only becomes territory when it is territorialized—when beings engage
with it, allocate it, shape it with rhythms and attention. Territorialization is an active, expressive
performance: a choreography of intensities, metamorphoses, reorganizations.

14 “It finds itself bathed in them without having felt them or knowing when or how it shed them, but it gives
it great delight to see the force of fire quenched by water that makes it grow even more.”

15 She also launched a branch of the order for friars.

ISSN 1540 5877 eHumanista 66 (2026): 354-368



Marta Vicente 362

before entering convent life.'® She must have also been aware of medicine, natural
philosophy and the presence of alchemist thought in both. Teresa’s writings reflect the
influence of previous texts like Ovid's Metamorphose—even if she did not read Ovid
herself—where characters often shed tears that transform into liquid, symbolizing
emotional release. This concept of dissolving into water is akin to Saint Augustine’s
metaphor of conversion as "being in floods of tears," much like Teresa’s soul that find itself
"bathing in tears.” Tears reveal the permeable nature of the human body, dissolving the
boundaries between inside and outside, and allowing mind and body to cross and transcend
both emotional and physical spaces. Teresa’s soul “bathes in tears” that offer both the
affliction and love for God. For Teresa, tears symbolize both sorrow and joy in her spiritual
journey. They can be “soft”, or they can be like torrential water that placates the “impetus
of fire” that the prayer can be. Other mystics, such as John of the Cross, Teresa’s own
pupil and collaborator, also featured in their poetry and devotional texts tears as part of the
ecstasy of love between the soul and God. Yet, unlike Teresa, John, while not dismissing
tears altogether, takes a more cautious and ascetic approach.

Tears, Transformation, and Mystical Space in John of the Cross

The mystical theology of John of the Cross marks a distinct shift from Teresa of
Jesus’ more emotive spirituality—especially her imagery of being “bathed in tears”—
toward a more interior, ascetical, and silent path. While Teresa’s tears often express divine
intimacy and emotional purification, John reimagines them within a broader journey of
detachment, darkness, and spiritual transformation. For Teresa, tears help create an interior
space for divine encounter. For John, they are fleeting signs—valuable, but ultimately to
be surrendered as the soul progresses into deeper union with God. In John's writings—
Subida al Monte Carmelo, Noche oscura (del alma) y Cantico espiritual (The Ascent of
Mount Carmel, The Dark Night, and Spiritual Canticle)—tears serve different roles
depending on the soul’s stage in the spiritual journey. In the beginning, they may arise
naturally from contrition, longing, or joy, offering emotional encouragement to enter the
purifying “Dark Night.” But as the journey deepens, these consolations—including tears—
are often withdrawn. The “Dark Night” is a space of divine stripping, where all
attachments, even to spiritual feelings, must be relinquished. This is not punishment, but
preparation: God teaches the soul to love purely, without reliance on emotion, through fe
desnuda “naked faith” and radical trust. Still, John does not reject tears outright. In
advanced stages, they may return in a transformed way—as quiet, passive effects of divine
love. These “tears of love” no longer emerge from emotional release but from silent awe,
compassion, or union with God. As he writes in Dark Night: “De aqui es que trae en el
espiritu un dolor y gemido tan profundo, que le causa fuertes rugidos y bramidos
espirituales, pronuncialos a veces por la boca y resolviéndose en lagrimas cuando hay
fuerza y virtud para poderlo hacer” (John 2010, L. II, Chapter 8).!” These moments mark
the soul’s partaking in the passion of Christ—through deep interior suffering that both
wounds and heals. In this sense, tears become spatial indicators: they locate the soul at a

16 Her Constitutions indicate her knowledge of devotional literature. She wrote that prioresses of her
convents should make books available to the nuns, including those by Ludolf of Saxony, Thomas A
Kempis, Luis de Granada, and Pedro de Alcantara.

17 “From here it is that it brings in the spirit a pain and groan so deep, that it causes strong spiritual roars
and bellows, sometimes pronounced by the mouth and resolving into tears when there is strength and virtue
to be able to do so0.”
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threshold between absence and presence, longing and fulfillment, purification and divine
union.

John’s use of spatial metaphors—nada (nothingness), todo (all), silence, and inner
chambers—reveals his distinctive mystical poetics. Silence, detachment, and darkness are
not voids, but sacred conditions that prepare the soul to receive God. Interior space expands
as worldly attachments contract. The “dark night” becomes not just an emotional trial but
a spatial-temporal metaphor—a liminal zone between human limitation and divine
fullness. As John writes: “Para venir a poseerlo todo, no quieras poseer algo en nada.” (To
come to possess all, desire the possession of nothing) (John 2010), In this paradox,
nothingness becomes the vessel for divine everything.

It is important to note that tears help prepare this space. They cleanse, purify, and
even dissolve into the nada that makes room for union. Yet, they are not the destination. In
John's mysticism, the body is not rejected but subdued and transformed. The soul’s interior
experiences often “overflow” into the body—mnot in a cause-and-effect way, but through
resonance. Weeping, sighing, and even physical suffering can express the soul’s inner state.
These rare tears mark the threshold between affliction and grace, between human longing
and divine response. This theology of interior transformation owes much to both Saint
Augustine’s Confessions and classical poetic traditions. John’s mystical poetry also draws
on Ovidian metaphor to give emotional and visual shape to abstract inner movements. His
tears, like Ovid’s Metamorphoses, represent not weakness but spiritual change. They
reshape interior space, dissolving the old self and making way for the new—what he calls
“divinization,” the soul’s becoming one with God.

John’s vision differs from Teresa’s, not in kind but in emphasis. Teresa’s tears are
relational and embodied—they create emotional space for divine encounter. John’s are
ascetic and sparse—they dissolve the self into silence, creating the nothingness in which
God can dwell. While both mystics see tears as gifts, they agree they are not ends in
themselves. The soul must pass through them into a deeper stillness and more profound
union. As John concludes in Dark Night, tears may accompany the soul's journey, but they
are only part of the landscape—not the summit. On the mountain of nada, even tears are
surrendered. And if they return, they come not as emotional reactions, but as quiet streams
of grace—transfigured in the light of union. Yet, John owes much to Teresa in his own
understanding of water as a transformational force, as the image of the infinite sea that the
union with God represents or the rivers of living water, symbol of spiritual abundance and
transformation.

Conclusion

The emotions and affect expressed by Teresa of Avila and John of the Cross—
through water, movement, and space—must be understood within what historian Barbara
Rosenwein calls “emotional communities™: groups that, like speech communities, share
distinct values, emotional norms, and expressive practices (Rosenwein 2006). As mystics,
Teresa and John belonged to such communities, shaped by shared languages and
expectations of emotional behavior. Yet they also sought to communicate their experiences
beyond this intimate circle. Both were intent on making their inner lives legible and
intelligible to others, reaching across emotional boundaries to invite new communities into
an understanding—and perhaps even a participation—of their mystical encounters. In this
context, the elements of water, movement, and space can also be seen as part of what
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Georges Didi-Huberman describes as ‘“collective memory,” where “an image—each
image—is the result of movements that have provisionally settled or crystallized within it”
(Didi-Huberman 2002). The tear, as a transformation of water, becomes not just an image
but a form of energetic motion—an affective trace in flux. This echoes Gaston Bachelard’s
reflection on the “drop of water” as a microcosm: a concentrated moment of transformation
that carries within it the potential for movement, the creation of new emotional and spatial
realities, and a deep capacity for metamorphosis (Bachelard 1983). In Christian thought,
tears have long been understood as a profound form of prayer—a way of expressing to the
divine what words cannot contain. The nineteenth-century preacher Charles Spurgeon
called them “liquid prayer,” capturing the idea that tears themselves can carry the soul’s
deepest petitions, sorrows, and gratitude to God. Within this understanding, tears are not
mere signs of weakness but sacred expressions of the heart’s encounter with divine
presence—an unspoken liturgy of emotion through which the believer’s suffering and
longing are transfigured into communion with God.

The expression of emotion through tears reveals not only the transformative power
of that single drop of water but also underscores the performative nature of emotional
experience and its capacity to reshape spaces. Emotional performances are not isolated
events but are embedded in systems of repetition and ritual. This perspective is evident in
the artistic portrayals of mystics, where performance, the body, and emotion are deeply
intertwined (Maddern, McEwan and Scott 2018). Tears emerge as a compelling part in the
artistic representation of mystical experience. For example, in her Virgin of Solitude (1705)
the Spanish sculptor Luisa Rold&n depicts the Virgin Mary kneeling alone, mourning the
death of Jesus, tears rolling down her cheeks. Christ, too, is sometimes portrayed as the
Man of Sorrows shedding tears, sweating blood in the Garden of Gethsemane, and
releasing both water and blood from his side when pierced by a Roman soldier. Most
extraordinary perhaps is the case of a surviving sculpture of Saint Anne with the Virgin
and Child, probably from the early 1500s, with a singular mechanism: A hidden reservoir
in Anne’s head released liquid through eye channels, creating tears that stirred emotion and
prompted on Christ’s suffering (Streeton 2004). These bodily fluids—tears, milk, blood,
and sweat—embody a theology of affect, where spiritual truths are communicated through
visceral, physical expression.

Understanding emotions in early modern religiosity as both transgressive and
transformative requires attention to two key dimensions. First is the spatial and temporal
circulation of emotion—the way emotional expressions move through mystical
communities, religious networks, and across the geographies of the empire. These
expressions operate within shared systems of knowledge that extend, rhizome-like, both
horizontally across space and vertically through time. Second is their embeddedness in
what might be called deep time—the longue durée of emotional meaning-making. In this
context, tears function not only as personal expressions of devotion but as part of a longer
tradition of affective knowledge. Their significance can be traced back to classical sources
like Ovid’s Metamorphoses, and later theological interpretations by figures such as Saint
Augustine, showing how emotion integrates visual, bodily, and theological modes of
understanding.

This emotional knowledge, however, manifests differently depending on
perspective. There is a fundamental distinction between how saints and mystics embody
emotional intensity, and how others observe and represent it in them. The physical
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dimension of emotion—especially tears—adds complexity to these representations. Artists
often depict tears as precious, pearl-like symbols, making visible the otherwise ineffable.
In mystical discourse, emotion and its representation form a learned language, one rooted
in a non-verbal system of knowledge. Like the layers of the earth or the stems of a rhizome,
the articulation of mystical experience frequently relies on the physicality of elements to
express what language cannot.

To fully grasp the role of tears and emotion, we must also situate them within the
broader concept of affect (Bailey and DiGangi 2017). Affect—conceived as embodied
intensities and non-discursive forces—offers a lens for examining early modern culture
across many dimensions: cognition, political agency, historiography, embodied
subjectivity, ecological thinking, and theatrical performance. Emotional experience was
not merely internal; it was bodily, rhetorically constructed, and socially embedded—
consciously theorized, shaped, and practiced across diverse cultural contexts. In medieval
and early modern Europe, emotions were not simply psychological responses, but
discursive, somatic, and performative acts. They were encoded in literary, medical,
theological, and archival materials, forming “emotional economies” that shaped feeling,
expression, and community.

A final dimension to consider is the social and gendered nature of tears, particularly
relevant when comparing the role of emotion in the spiritual lives of Teresa of Avila and
John of the Cross. For John, tears served to “prepare the space” for entering nada, the state
in which the soul unites with the Beloved. His asceticism stands in sharp contrast to
Teresa’s intensely emotional and physical spirituality, famously captured in Gian Lorenzo
Bernini’s The Ecstasy of Saint Teresa (1647-1652), which dramatizes her transverberation
in marble. While John’s prose generally avoids the heightened emotionalism found in
Teresa’s writings, there are near-ecstatic moments in his commentaries on the Spiritual
Canticle and Living Flame of Love. Yet tears, being physical, inevitably carry gendered
associations. While there are depictions of crying men—such as the suffering Christ or the
penitent St. Peter—images of weeping women are far more prevalent: the Mater Dolorosa,
Mary Magdalene, and Mary of Egypt, among others. One could argue that this gendered
aspect of tears is linked to women's more intimate connection with water through
experiences of maternity and gestation. Yet, men as well can partake of this symbolism but
when they do the acquire elements that are more characteristic of women. In fact, the three
scenes in the Bible when Christ weeps—at the tomb of Lazarus, over Jerusalem; and in
Gethsemane—speak of Christ’ humanity by embracing a broader maternal and affective
imagery that signify compassion, nurturance, and emotional abundance — qualities
culturally associated with femininity (Bynum 1982). For both men and women, tears
deepen their connection to the body and its capacity to convey emotions that are difficult
to express in words.

To conclude where we began, Pope Francis’s invitation to learn from the saints—
not to be ashamed of crying, but to see tears as “a grace, a sign of repentance, a liberation
of the heart”—carries deeper implications than he may have intended. Saints such as Teresa
of Avila and John of the Cross exemplify how tears could serve as a bridge between the
human and the divine. Through the bodily element of water, in the form of tears, they
revealed a pathway to the sacred. While reaching the divine involved a complex interplay
of spiritual, emotional, and theological elements, it ultimately hinged on the materiality of
the believer’s body.
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