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This morning I want to talk about social action and the contemplative way or mystical awareness.  When 

I talk about mysticism, I mean simply the inner experience of the oneness and wholeness of life.  In this 

sense, we are all mystics to a certain extent.  Someone once said, “A mystic is not a special kind of 

person.  Rather, we are each a special kind of mystic.” 

 

All of the major religious traditions were born out of mystical experience—Moses, Mohammed, the 

Buddha and the like.  I am convinced that Jesus, himself, was a mystic.  He had a heightened awareness 

of the Eternal One’s presence.  He felt a deep and intimate connection with Abba, God.  Jesus was fully 

awake to the Sacred Reality.  He said that God’s reign is in every present moment, and it is possible for 

us to live in this kingdom, this realm, if only we have the eyes to see it.  Jesus wanted others to have the 

same experience that he had.  He wanted others to be alive to the beauty of that which is Holy.  To have 

this kind of vision meant to be “born again” and to experience life in its fullness, to have the “abundant” 

and “everlasting” life. 

 

Yet, this mysticism of Jesus also led him to challenge the Domination System of the world.  He 

confronted the powers of the empire and temple, and he was charged with sedition and blasphemy.  

Jesus engaged in subversive teaching.  He was on a collision course with the order of his day, an 

economic order in which an elite few were enriched through the exploitation and misery of the masses.  

Jesus engaged the powers of oppression and violence.  His mysticism brought him to resistance. 

 

For if mysticism is the experience of the wholeness of life, it is also the intense realization of how 

fragmented and broken life is.  The mystical Jesus was also a “man of sorrows” and “acquainted with 

grief.”  The suffering of the mystic is to see that the Presence of God is fragmented into rich and poor, 

sick and healthy, weak and strong, clean and unclean.  Out of the mystic’s perception of wholeness and 

beauty grows a resistance to that which divides and tears asunder.  The mystic does not quietly allow 

walls of hostility to stand.  And so the most dangerous and authentic resistance is that born from beauty.  

The strongest and most lasting resistance comes from mystical experience. 

 

Early this week, the President of the United States spoke with some members of congress about 

immigration when he said, “Why do we want these people from all these shithole countries coming 

here?”  And he specifically singled out “African countries” and Haiti as examples of what he was 

talking about. 

 

The crude and vulgar public language by a sitting president, of course, is shocking.  But we are growing 

used to that.  What is most disturbing is the meanness, the ethical depravity and the heartless lack of 

empathy of the statement. 

 

No one can deny that there are many countries that struggle with poverty, disease and adequate food and 

clean water.  Many don’t have good roads, sanitation, sewage systems and dependable electrical grids.  

There are countries where there is great suffering, oppression and deprivation.  Nobody can deny that. 
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But then to suggest that there is something inherently wrong with the people of these nations, that 

“nothing good can come out” of them, reminds me of a passage in the Gospel of John.  Nathaniel reports 

to his friends: “The one that Moses spoke of—we have found him!  He is Jesus from Nazareth.”  To 

which Philip responds, “Nazareth?  Can anything good come out of Nazareth?”  Philip was reflecting 

the prejudice and bigotry of his era, and a paraphrase can be: “Nazareth?  That shithole?”  Even the 

birthplace of Jesus challenged the racism and elitism of his day, associated with a region that was 

destitute, full of outsiders and half-breeds. 

 

So those of us on the Jesus way know—or at least we should know—that amazing people and incredible 

wisdom can emerge from the worst circumstances and from places we disdain.  And the sacred, divine 

and precious image of God rests upon every person, no matter where they live! 

 

The condescending question, “Why should we want these people?” suggests that they are defective and 

unworthy simply because of their circumstances.  It is reminiscent of the phrases, “underserving poor” 

and “welfare queen,” that were used to blame and shame the victim, as if poverty were a moral failing or 

even a criminal offense. 

 

Why should we want these people?  Because many are trying desperately to save themselves and their 

children from brutal violence and crushing poverty.  Because they deserve our compassion and 

understanding.  Because they bring an amazing variety of gifts and contribute greatly to our society.  

Because they are our sisters and brothers, each created in the image of God.  Because we are called to do 

unto others as we would want others to do unto us.  Because we are one.  Because we all have an ethical, 

mystical, contemplative awareness. 

 

In the end, the answer to the question, “Why would we want these people?” says far more about us than 

it says about them. 

 

Gerald May put it like this: “Contemplation happens to everyone.  It happens in moments when we are 

open, undefended and immediately present.”  It’s the opposite of certainty.  “Answers,” writes Rohr, 

“are a liability in the world of…the mysterious ways of the Spirit.”  The paradox of spiritual practice is 

that we are led deeper and deeper into the unknowable, into mystery, into uncertainty. 

 

The philosopher, Rene Descartes, wrote his famous thesis, Cogito Ergo Sum, “I think, therefore I am.”  

Contemplation leads us in the opposite direction, out of the prison of our own thoughts and into the 

sacred present.  It is the awareness that what is essential is not our thinking but the grace-filled present.  

And when we live in this awareness, we are filled with joy, freedom and satisfaction, and we are given 

the strength and courage to act.  The paradox is that we can truly live lives of action if we find this hope 

beyond our thoughts, beliefs and actions. 

 

This reminds me of a cartoon that I have on my office door.  It is a picture of two monks, and they are 

sitting in meditation.  And one monk says to the other, “Are not thinking what I’m not thinking?” 

 

But this is so non-Western and particularly, non-Protestant.  We fill our worship with words and 

explanations; it’s very neck up.  That’s why, for me, during the ritual of communion, if I’m not singing 

or chanting, I’m not saying much because it’s that rare time in worship that points beyond words or 

description.  It is where one can acknowledge that one cannot reduce the Logos, the Life Force, the 

Word to mere concepts or words.  It points to the unnamable Presence that, in the end, can only be 

experienced and taken in. 
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And so this is an essential aspect of the prophetic tradition.  The prophets were known for their intense, 

mystical, direct experience of the Holy.  They often separated themselves from the community and 

stripped away everything else in their lives to maintain this felt connection.  They went into the desert 

wilderness by themselves.  You’ll remember that early in his ministry Jesus went into the wilderness, 

too.  He came out of this same prophetic tradition.  The word often connected with the prophets is 

ecstasy.  It means literally “to stand outside” or to be “beside oneself.”  To the world it looks like a 

craziness, a divine madness.  In this state one possesses nothing; one is possessed.  One is swept away 

by the Reality of God.  It is to be filled with awe, wonder and joy.  As Emily Dickinson wrote: 

 

Take all away from me 

But leave me ecstasy 

And I am richer then 

Than all my fellow-men 

 

And yet the other essential aspect of the prophet is the social criticism, the challenge to the status quo 

and the clarion call to change the order of things.  Out of their ecstasy, out of being overwhelmed with 

beauty and love, the prophets charged headlong into the world.  Jesus embodied this aspect of the 

prophetic tradition as well.  Speaking truth to power, advocating for justice, calling political leaders and 

kings to accountability, Jesus died because he was dangerous.   

 

You know, when we speak of mysticism, people who are unfamiliar with it often assume that it is all 

about retreating from this world.  Many think it is about flight from society, a preoccupation with one’s 

own soul, a withdrawal into the private life.  Nothing could be further from the truth, for true mysticism 

leads to engagement with the world at the deepest of levels.  And often it brings one into direct conflict 

with the way things are.  Theologian and activist, Dorothee Soelle, wrote, “Everything that is within 

needs to be externalized so it doesn’t spoil, like the manna in the desert that was hoarded for future 

consumption.”  If religious experience stays personal and private, it spoils. Mysticism leads to resistance 

and opposition. 

 

In the First Letter of John, the author makes the point that the normal condition of being under the 

Roman imperial rule is death.  This is the way of the world.  This is life under the oppressive powers 

that be.  Since God is love, to live in God’s reality is to live in love.  (1 John 4:16) To abide in love and 

in God is the way of life.  And yet this way of love is not the normal way of the world.  There is a 

conflict.  And so in our passage today we read, 

 

Do not be astonished, brothers and sisters, that the world hates you.  We know that we have 

passed from death to life because we love one another.  Whoever does not love abides in death.  

(3:13-14) 

 

Those who live in the Sacred Presence and are filled with the Spirit of Love find that the world hates 

them.  Those who pass from death to life find themselves in conflict with the world.  The Sufi mystic, 

Rumi, described this typical way of the world: 

 

Why, when God’s world is so big, 

did you fall asleep in a prison 

of all places? 

 



4 

 

The usual way of the world is to be asleep in a prison.  It is a living death.  Those of the world crucify 

the way of God.  And because they are asleep in a prison they “know not what they do.”  The early 

Christian church opposed much of the dominant culture.  They did not go to the theaters, the public 

baths or the circus.  They shunned what the Roman culture called circenses, games to entertain the 

masses and divert their attention from real problems.  When public executions were staged in Rome for 

a deterrence effect, they tried to stay away.  They rejected every event connected with the military such 

as the swearing of oaths or the offering of incense to the emperor. 

 

That mysticism leads to resistance probably is not much of a shock to many of us who are liberal 

Christians.  Many of us are quite naturally resistant to the way of the world and inclined to social 

activism.  That is usually not our problem. 

 

What might be shocking, however, is that resistance leads to mysticism.  Many of us might be busy 

“doing good” but not so concerned about our inner motivation.  Yet, as T. S. Eliot wrote, “The last 

temptation is the greatest treason; to do the right deed for the wrong reason.”  Even doing good can 

become not the way of life but still the way of death.  “Doing good” can sometimes be a way of proving 

oneself superior to others, an exercise in ego gratification, or acting out of fear.  Paul described this as 

“works righteousness.”  Yet when this is the case, one inevitably will run out of strength and face one’s 

own human limitations.  We are led to another deeper source of power.  Paul called this deeper source, 

“grace.” 

 

In her book called, The Silent Cry: Mysticism and Resistance, Soelle tries to erase the distinction 

between a mystical internal and a political external.  For her it is both: struggle and contemplation.   

 

More and more Christians and post-Christians understand the connection between setting out 

and then coming back again.  They need both. 

 

Someone who embodied this connection was the great Martin Luther King.  The well-educated son of a 

Baptist minister, Martin’s father taught him that “no one can make a slave of you as long as you do not 

think like a slave.”  Early on in his involvement in the struggle for civil rights he encountered death 

threats and plots to kill him.  Later King wrote about this experience.  He said that he discovered then, in 

his trying hour, that religion was for real.  We often know about King’s amazing actions, but we rarely 

glimpse his inner spiritual state. 

 

Sitting at the kitchen table and bowed over it, he began to pray aloud: “O, Lord.  I’m down here 

trying to do what is right… The people are looking to me for leadership, and if I stand before 

them without strength or courage, they too will falter.  I am at the end of my powers.  I have 

nothing left.  I can’t face it alone.”  Subsequently, King himself told what happened to him then 

at the kitchen table in Montgomery.  “It seemed that an inner voice was speaking to me with 

quiet assurance: ‘Martin Luther, stand up for righteousness.  Stand up for justice.  Stand up for 

truth.  And lo, I will be with you even unto the end of the world.'” 

 

In his moving speech in Memphis just days before his assassination, King talked about having been “to 

the mountain top.”  He would keep on fighting non-violently for justice because of his own mystical 

communion with God.  It was his own ecstatic experience that made him tick.  For him it was both 

mysticism and resistance.  Each leads to the other.  Together they help us pass from death to life and 

abide in love and in God.  And so in this tradition I’ll conclude with these remarkable and appropriate 

words from Martin Luther King.  You will notice his determination to resist, oppose and change the 
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brokenness of “the world.”  But I want you to also notice the mystical and peaceful center, which so 

animated his actions.  Notice how he incredibly abides in beauty and love! 

 

We shall match your capacity to inflict suffering by our capacity to endure suffering.  We will 

meet your physical force with soul force.  Do to us what you will and we will still love you.  We 

cannot in all conscience obey your unjust laws and abide by the unjust system, because non-

cooperation with evil is as much a moral obligation as is cooperation with good, and so throw us 

in jail and we will still love you.  Bomb our homes and threaten our children, and as difficult as 

it is, we will still love you.  Send your hooded perpetrators of violence into our communities at 

the midnight hour and drag us out on some wayside road and leave us half-dead as you beat us 

up, and we will still love you. 

 

 

(NOTE: The spoken sermon, available online and on CD at the church, may differ slightly in phrasing 

and detail from this manuscript version.) 

 

 

 

 

 
 


