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Ancient Witness:  Gospel of Thomas 113 
 
Jesus’ disciples said to him, “When will God’s imperial rule come?” 
“It will not come by watching for it.  It will not be said, ‘Look, here!’ or ‘Look, there!’  
Rather, God’s imperial rule is spread out upon the earth, and people don’t see it.” 

 

There are these two young fish swimming along and they happen to meet an older fish 
swimming the other way, who nods at them and says, “Morning boys.  How’s the water?”  
And the two young fish swim on for a bit, and then eventually one of them looks over at the 
other and goes, “What the hell is water?” 
 

This morning I want to talk about the idea that important realities are often the ones that 
are hardest to see.  As Jesus, that great spiritual teacher, told his followers, “You have eyes 
but do not see.  You have ears but do not see.”  Seeing has more to do with one’s state of 
mind and heart.  And we do not see, often, because of how we think. 
 

Two people can have the exact same experience but see something totally different.  True 
spirit-persons—people with an abiding felt connection with the Sacred, people like Jesus—
their experience isn’t substantially different from others’.  They just see it differently. 
 

Many people want a deeper faith and everything that comes with it—a sense of peace and 
serenity, happiness and joy, courage and determination.  They often want a new experience 
to burst into their lives and give this to them. 
 

But here’s the thing:  We already have all the experience that we need!  We have eyes but 
do not see.  We think we do, but we don’t. 
 

When I’ve visited Amsterdam, one of the highlights for me is the Van Gogh museum.  I have 
always loved the impressionists, and among them Van Gogh was one of the very best.   
 

You could see his development as an artist, his evolution.  When he was young he used to 
visit the Rijksmuseum and look at the work of the earlier Dutch painter, Rembrandt.  Then 
somewhere in the mid-1880’s something began to happen.  His work changed from being 
mainly representational to something new, something innovative.  The new, bold use of 
colors and brushstrokes were not seen before.  It was, I think, the moment of creative 
genius. He was on the leading edge of a new movement, a new perspective of art, which he 
shared with his colleagues including Gauguin and Lautrec.   
 

Of course, as amazing as Van Gogh was, he received little recognition.  He was poor most of 
his life and despaired that he was depending too much upon the support of his brother, 
Theo, who had his own family to provide for.  And then there was his depression and 
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epilepsy, and his suicide in 1890.  I wonder if his inner torment and disabilities contributed 
to make him such an amazing artist.  
 

There was this great line from one of Vincent’s letters to his brother Theo that has stayed 
with me.  He said that the job of an artist is “to help people see.”   
 

We have eyes, but we need help to see.  Spiritual teachers, such as Jesus, are also about 
helping people see, to see a Reality in which we are swimming but is hidden from us.  As 
Thoreau said, “It’s not what you look at that matters, it’s what you see.” 
 

I first heard that fish story from the late writer, David Foster Wallace, in his amazing 
commencement address at Kenyon College 15 years ago.  He talked about how difficult it is 
to pay attention and to stay alert to what is going on right in front of us and inside of us 
“instead of getting hypnotized by the constant monologue inside you own head.”  Wallace 
said, 

 

Let's say it's an average adult day, and you get up in the morning, go to your 
challenging, white-collar, college-graduate job, and you work hard for eight or ten 
hours, and at the end of the day you're tired and somewhat stressed and all you want is 
to go home and have a good supper and maybe unwind for an hour, and then hit the 
sack early because, of course, you have to get up the next day and do it all again. But 
then you remember there's no food at home. You haven't had time to shop this week 
because of your challenging job, and so now after work you have to get in your car and 
drive to the supermarket. It's the end of the work day and the traffic is apt to be: very 
bad. So getting to the store takes way longer than it should, and when you finally get 
there, the supermarket is very crowded, because of course it's the time of day when all 
the other people with jobs also try to squeeze in some grocery shopping. And the store 
is hideously lit and infused with soul-killing muzak or corporate pop and it's pretty 
much the last place you want to be but you can't just get in and quickly out; you have 
to wander all over the huge, over-lit store's confusing aisles to find the stuff you want 
and you have to maneuver your junky cart through all these other tired, hurried 
people with carts and eventually you get all your supper supplies, except now it turns 
out there aren't enough check-out lanes open even though it's the end-of-the-day rush. 
So the checkout line is incredibly long, which is stupid and infuriating. But you can't 
take your frustration out on the frantic lady working the register, who is overworked 
at a job whose daily tedium and meaninglessness surpasses the imagination of any of 
us here at a prestigious college. 

 

But anyway, you finally get to the checkout line's front, and you pay for your food, and 
you get told to "Have a nice day" in a voice that is the absolute voice of death. Then you 
have to take your creepy, flimsy, plastic bags of groceries in your cart with the one 
crazy wheel that pulls maddeningly to the left, all the way out through the crowded, 
bumpy, littery parking lot, and then you have to drive all the way home through slow, 
heavy, SUV-intensive, rush-hour traffic, et cetera et cetera… 

 

The point is that petty, frustrating crap like this is exactly where the work of choosing 
is gonna come in. Because the traffic jams and crowded aisles and long checkout lines 
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give me time to think, and if I don't make a conscious decision about how to think and 
what to pay attention to, I'm gonna be pissed and miserable every time I have to shop. 
Because my natural default setting is the certainty that situations like this are really 
all about me. About MY hungriness and MY fatigue and MY desire to just get home, and 
it's going to seem for all the world like everybody else is just in my way.  
 

Wallace is talking about spiritual practice, it seems to me, cultivating a discipline and 
mindfulness that helps us move beyond what spiritual guides refer to as “the ego.”  He says, 

 

If I choose to think this way in a store and on the freeway, fine. Lots of us do. Except 
thinking this way tends to be so easy and automatic that it doesn't have to be a choice. 
It is my natural default setting. It's the automatic way that I experience the boring, 
frustrating, crowded parts of adult life when I'm operating on the automatic, 
unconscious belief that I am the center of the world, and that my immediate needs and 
feelings are what should determine the world's priorities. 

 

But most days, if you're aware enough to give yourself a choice, you can choose to look 
differently at this fat, dead-eyed, over-made-up lady who just screamed at her kid in 
the checkout line. Maybe she's not usually like this. Maybe she's been up three straight 
nights holding the hand of a husband who is dying of bone cancer. Or maybe this very 
lady is the low-wage clerk at the motor vehicle department, who just yesterday helped 
your spouse resolve a horrific, infuriating, red-tape problem through some small act of 
bureaucratic kindness. Of course, none of this is likely, but it's also not impossible. It 
just depends what you want to consider. If you're automatically sure that you know 
what reality is, and you are operating on your default setting, then you, like me, 
probably won't consider possibilities that aren't annoying and miserable. But if you 
really learn how to pay attention, then you will know there are other options. It will 
actually be within your power to experience a crowded, hot, slow, consumer-hell type 
situation as not only meaningful, but sacred, on fire with the same force that made the 
stars: love, fellowship, the mystical oneness of all things deep down. 
 

Now, David Foster Wallace wasn’t talking as someone who was above the fray.  He 
struggled and intimately knew how the habitual thinking of the default setting robbed him 
of awareness and beauty and meaning, how the mind can be an excellent servant but a 
terrible master.  He suffered with clinical depression and eventually took his own life.  But 
here Wallace was sharing a worldly spirituality: 

 

Because here's something else that's weird but true: in the day-to-day trenches of adult 
life, there is actually no such thing as atheism. There is no such thing as not 
worshipping. Everybody worships. The only choice we get is what to worship. And the 
compelling reason for maybe choosing some sort of god or spiritual-type thing to 
worship--be it JC or Allah, be it YHWH or the Wiccan Mother Goddess, or the Four 
Noble Truths, or some inviolable set of ethical principles--is that pretty much anything 
else you worship will eat you alive. If you worship money and things, if they are where 
you tap real meaning in life, then you will never have enough, never feel you have 
enough. It's the truth. Worship your body and beauty and sexual allure and you will 
always feel ugly. And when time and age start showing, you will die a million deaths 
before they finally leave you. On one level, we all know this stuff already. It's been 
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codified as myths, proverbs, clichés, epigrams, parables; the skeleton of every great 
story. The whole trick is keeping the truth up front in daily consciousness. 

 

Worship power, you will end up feeling weak and afraid, and you will need ever more 
power over others to numb you to your own fear. Worship your intellect, being seen as 
smart, you will end up feeling stupid, a fraud, always on the verge of being found out. 
But the insidious thing about these forms of worship is not that they're evil or sinful, 
it's that they're unconscious. They are default settings. 

 

They're the kind of worship you just gradually slip into, day after day… without ever 
being fully aware that that's what you're doing. 
 

I really like how Wallace puts this.  Worship is essentially about how we see things, and 
worship, like breathing, is something we do all the time.  On Sundays we gather together to 
be open to seeing the world in a different way, a bigger and more expansive way.  We are 
intentional; we try to move beyond our default setting—the automatic, habitual and 
narrow way of seeing.  And the hope is that this carries over into our lives and changes the 
way we worship 24/7.   
 

There’s an old saying:  Seeing is believing.  I think this is wrong; it’s backward.  It should be: 
Believing is seeing.  The first one is a “prove it to me” attitude.  Show me, and I’ll believe it.  
But we’ve already been shown.  Belief is not about understanding; it’s about perception.  
It’s about being open to something that’s already there. 
 

In the Gospel of Thomas the disciples ask Jesus, “When will the kingdom of God come?”  He 
responds, “It will not come by watching for it.  It will not be said, ‘Look, here!’ or ‘Look, 
there!’  Rather, God’s kingdom is spread out upon the earth, and people don’t see it.” 
 

Believing is not about principles and precepts.  It’s not an intellectual exercise.  It’s about 
seeing something that’s already there.  In the Gospel of Luke it says that Jesus said it a 
similar way, “God’s kingdom is right there in your presence.”  (17:21) And again in Thomas 
he says, “The kingdom of God is within you and it is outside you.”  (3) 
 

Jesus, as a spiritual teacher, was about awareness—shaking ourselves out of our daily 
trance, our default setting—to see that reality is much deeper and richer than we think, 
that we are swimming in the Presence of the Sacred.  He was not so much about life in the 
next world as finding the abundant life in this world. 
 

“The capital-T Truth,” said Wallace, “is about life BEFORE death.”  
 

…which has almost nothing to do with knowledge, and everything to do with simple 
awareness:  awareness of what is so real and essential, so hidden in plain sight all 
around us, all the time, that we have to keep reminding ourselves over and over: “This 
is water.  This is water.” 
 

This is water! 
 



 

5 

 

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