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Rightly understood, the mystic is not a special kind of human being, rather every human 

being is a special kind of mystic.  —Brother David Steindl-Rast 

 

Invitation to Worship: (from Psalm 139) 

 

Where can I go from your spirit? 
Or where can I flee from your presence? 
If I ascend to heaven, you are there; 
if I make my bed in the Land of the Dead, you are there. 

 

Ancient Witness:  Romans 8:38-39 

 

In today’s Ancient Witness, we have a great hymn to God’s presence, an affirmation that God is always 

with us: 

 

Neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor 

powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from 

the love of God. 

 

This is often overlooked, but a central element in my tradition is that God is lovingly present—always.  

As the Psalmist sang, there is no place we can go and not be in this Presence.  For Christians, Jesus, who 

was later called Emmanuel, “God with us,” embodied this reality.  Jesus, it seems to me, lived his life in 

touch with the Sacred Presence, and he bid others to do the same.  This loving Presence animated his 

life.  Jesus said that we don’t have to wait to the end of time or the end of our lives to enter into this 

Presence because it is right here, right now, right under our noses.   

 

Now, what do we mean if we say that God is present?  Philosopher Gabriel Marcel said that some 

people offer us their presence.  They are present with us, while others are not: 

 

There are some people who reveal themselves as “present”—that is to say, at our disposal… 

There is a way of listening which is a way of giving, and another way of listening which is a way 

of refusing… Presence is something which reveals itself in a look, a smile, an intonation or a 

handshake. 

 

Often, when I’m home watching a basketball game on T.V., I’m not always very present to those around 

me.  And if those people feel annoyed, imagine how God must feel!  Our goal is to be present to God in 

the same way that God is present to us. 

 

It was Augustine who said, “God is always present to us and to all things; it is that we, like blind 

persons, do not have the eyes to see.”  It is not that God is passive most of the time and only 

occasionally acts; it is that God is always active, and we only occasionally see!  As Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning wrote: 
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Earth’s crammed with heaven 

And every common bush alive with God. 

Only he who sees takes off his shoes; 

The rest sit around and pluck blackberries. 

 

Every bush is a burning bush.  Yet if this is true and God is all around us, why is the reality of God so 

difficult to see?  I suspect it is because we are not seeing in the right way.  A fair criticism of the church 

is that it has too often taught what to see and not how to see.  Nature mystic, Loren Eiseley, suggested 

that we humans are like the Brazilian amphibian fish whose eyes have two lenses, one for seeing under 

the water and one for seeing above the water.  But, he says, most of us most of the time have cataracts 

on our second lens.  We commonly do not perceive the world of the Spirit.  We do not focus on that 

level that is sacred which is at the depths of reality, not on the surface.  The Sacred is at the heart of all 

things.  God is at the heart of all things. 

 

The poet, Rumi, once wrote, “Every instant a revelation from heaven comes to our innermost souls.”  

God is always at the deepest level of all things, and what we need are the lens’ to see. 

 

Now, what I am suggesting is for each of us to cultivate that certain mystical aspect in ourselves.  When 

we raise our kids and put them through confirmation class, the goal is not so much that they become 

historians or theologians, although that, too, is important.  The goal is not so much intellectual 

knowledge as it is to cultivate a transforming relationship with Divine Presence.  Rufus Jones, a Quaker 

scholar, defined mysticism as 

 

a type of religion which puts the emphasis on immediate awareness of relation with God, on 

direct and intimate consciousness of the Divine Presence. 

 

When he turned eighty years old, Martin Buber, that giant of a philosopher and theologian, said, “I am 

only someone who has seen something and who goes to a window and points.”  Now, it is fine to take 

Martin Buber’s word for it, or the gospel writer’s word for it, or the church’s word for it, but the real 

point it to go to the window and see it and experience God’s loving presence first hand. 

 

And God’s reality is not present to us like an object, from the outside.  Rather, all the saints and sages, 

the mystics and spiritual teachers through the ages seem to say that God is present to us from the inside, 

as part of ourselves.  “In my heart of hearts,” wrote Augustine, “God is closer to me than I am to 

myself.” 

 

And so this loving presence, the Sacred Reality, is at the heart of all things, but we can only see it, feel it 

and experience it directly, within ourselves.  And so this is where we direct our gaze, we look deeply 

within our own heart to the One who is closer to me than I am to myself. 

 

Again, it was Rumi who said, 

 

Your task is not to seek for love, but merely to see and find all the barriers within yourself that 

you have built against it. 

 

This loving Presence is already there; it’s been there all along; it’s a part of you.  If we remove the 

barriers that we’ve built, we’ll find it. 
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Many of the mystics have used the image of the lover to try to describe the intimate nature of this Divine 

Presence.  One of my favorites is from St. John of the Cross, this remarkable text was put beautifully to 

music by the singer, Loreena McKennitt. 

 

The great medieval mystic is working with his famous image, the dark night—that time of desolation, of 

personal defeat, of disorientation, of doubt, and of great internal struggle.  The dark night is when our 

failures become unavoidable, when all of our defenses and barriers that we’ve built have been destroyed 

and lay in ruin, when our carefully constructed identities have dissolved. 

 

Upon a darkened night 

The flame of love was burning in my breast 

And by a lantern bright 

I fled my house while all in quiet rest 

 

Shrouded by the night 

And by the secret stair I quickly fled 

The veil concealed my eyes 

While all within lay quiet as the dead 

 

Yet, it is in this night, this darkness, even this despair, that actually joins the lover to the beloved.  This 

night itself was the way.  Without the night—nothing!  In our utter aloneness we can then discover we 

are never alone. 

 

Oh night thou was my guide 

Oh night more loving than the rising sun 

Oh night that joined the lover 

To the beloved one 

Transforming each of them into the other 

 

Upon that misty night 

In secrecy, beyond such mortal sight 

Without a guide or light 

Than that which burned so deeply in my heart 

 

It is this state of tender vulnerability, undefended, unclothed, a place where no one else can come.  It is 

this place we see beyond mortal sight and discover the flame of love that is burning deeply in our heart. 

 

That fire ‘twas led me on 

And shone more bright than of the midday sun 

To where he waited still 

It was a place where no one else could come 

 

And once discovered, this flickering flame of love shines brighter than the midday sun, brighter than a 

hundred suns.  And the presence of this Lover satisfies the deepest hunger and ultimate desire.  “Care 

and grief grow dim,” and it gives way to a joy beyond joy.  And while this experience fades, it is never 

forgotten. 

 

At the darkest, most secret place, where no one else can come, this Loving Presence meets us there.  

Antonio Machado also wrote about his encounter with this loving and accepting presence: 
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Last night as I was sleeping, 

I dreamt—marvelous error!— 

that a spring was breaking 

out in my heart. 

I said:  Along which secret aqueduct, 

Oh water, are you coming to me, 

water of a new life 

that I have never drunk? 

 

Last night as I was sleeping, 

I dreamt—marvelous error!— 

that I had a beehive 

here inside my heart. 

And the golden bees 

were making white combs  

and sweet honey 

from my old failures. 

 

Last night, as I lay sleeping, 

I dreamt—marvelous error!— 

that it was God I had 

here inside my heart. 

 

God is deeply within us.  There is no place we can leave this Loving Presence.  The great psychiatrist, 

Carl Jung, had a plaque over the doorway of his house that said, “Bidden or unbidden, God is present.”  

Whether we call for it or run from it, whether we see it or not, whether we bid it to come or not, God is 

present. 

 

 

(NOTE: The spoken sermon, also available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this 

manuscript version.) 

 

 

 


