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You become happy by contact with reality.  That’s what brings happiness, a 
moment-by-moment contact with reality.  That’s where you’ll find God; that’s 
where you’ll find happiness.  —Anthony De Mello 

 

Ancient Witness:  Matthew 6:25-33 

 

Several years ago, I had a great book discussion at my home that centered on the Bible—how it 

was written, how it evolved and how flawed it is.  As great a book it is, or should I say collection 

of books, the Bible itself should not be the object of worship that the church has made it out to 

be. 

 

The Bible, to use a famous Buddhist metaphor, is like a finger pointing at the moon.  The idea is 

not to focus on the finger, but to focus on the moon.  The bible is an account of other people’s 

experience of the Sacred, their experience of God.  And the point is how these experiences might 

help other generations have their own experience of the Divine, to see the moon for themselves. 

 

Contrary to much of what we hear from the church, this is what Jesus was about.  He challenged 

those who worshipped the letter of the law so that people could experience the life-giving Spirit 

themselves.  He did not want to be worshipped, but he wanted everyone to have a first-hand 

religious experience and not settle for somebody else’s word for it, a second-hand religion.  But 

the church, by and large, turned the religion of Jesus into a religion about Jesus.  When Jesus 

talked about the Kingdom of God, often this is what he was talking about.  He was talking about 

the experience of God.  To enter the Kingdom was to enter an awareness of the Sacred. 

 

The Sacred presence of God is all around us, according to Jesus.  And when we become aware of 

this, we experience a deep happiness, a wholeness, a full and abundant life. 

 

The ancient witness this morning is one of my favorites.  Scholars think that it is probably one of 

the longest continuous sections of Jesus’ authentic words.  In it he describes what it means to live 

in the Kingdom.  It means not to be hounded by worry or anxiety, but to live and to fully accept 

our reality the way that flowers do, the way that birds do. 

 

A student and disciple once said to his Zen master, “Is there anything I can do to make myself 

more enlightened?”  The master said, “As little as you can do to make the sun rise in the 

morning.”  “Then of what use are the spiritual exercises you prescribe?” asked the disciple.  The 

master replied, “To make sure you are not asleep when the sun begins to rise.” 

 

The idea is that the sun is continually rising within us all the time.  We don’t conjure it with 

incantations or invocations.  It happens naturally.  The idea is to be awake as it happens. 
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The poet and mystic Rumi once said, “Every instant a revelation from heaven comes to our 

innermost souls.”  Every instant.  God is at the deepest level of all things.  The experience of this 

is more like intuition, a feeling of deep happiness, something unnamable, if only for an instant. 

 

Many mystics have used the image of the lover to try to describe the intimate nature of the 

Divine Presence.  Listen to St. John of the Cross put to verse by Loreena McKennitt: 

 

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 

 

Oh night thou was my guide 

Oh night more loving that 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 

 

That fire ’twas led me on 

And shone more bright that of the midday sun 

To where he waited still 

It was a place where no one else could come 

 

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

there.  If this is true, if the Sacred is like a lover, wanting to meet us at the deepest, most 

intimate, preconscious level, then how do we connect? 

 

Here’s what so many have said through the generations that I find helpful:  the present moment is 

where God is.  Do we want to experience and connect with the Sacred?  Do we want to find 

deep, spiritually-based happiness?  Live in the present!  Dive deeply into the present moment.  

Mine it like a prospector. 

 

One of my favorite philosophers (A.N. Whitehead) would say that the only thing that is real is 

the present moment.  The past and the future are only images.  They aren’t actual.  They aren’t 

real.  Reality is a process of continual emergence of the present moment. 
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And each present moment is here and then is gone.  And so to experience the present moment 

requires a constant letting go, and continual surrender, allowing life to flow.  If we want to 

experience God we must experience Reality.  And if we want to experience Reality we need to 

be intensely and deeply in the present.  As Anthony De Mello wrote: 

 

You become happy by contact with reality.  That’s what brings happiness, a moment-by-
moment contact with reality.  That’s where you’ll find God; that’s where you’ll find 
happiness.   

 

In the heart of every present moment is a flame of love that burns deeply within us. 

 

Now, I’m not suggesting that we don’t think of the future at all, that we don’t make plans, stick 

our heads in the sand and ignore things like global warming or governmental corruption.  But 

what I’m suggesting is more balance—because we tend to live almost exclusively in the future 

and in a reality constructed by our thoughts.  Richard Rohr wrote: 

 

The contemplative secret is to live in the now.  The now is not as empty as it might 

appear. 

 

Part of the reason that we find it difficult not to live in the present is because we don’t really 

value it.  We don’t believe it is incredibly full.  We’ve been taught always to be on the lookout 

for something more.  Also living in the past and in the future are incredibly alluring.  They offer 

temporary happiness, a short-lived high.  Focusing on our desires and wants, hopes and dreams, 

fond memories—all can offer temporary happiness.  And even if we attain some of these things 

we don’t really savor and enjoy them.  We’re off to the Next Big Thing.  And mostly, living in 

these dreams and fantasies can be a source of suffering and unhappiness.  They can bring pain, 

preoccupation, dissatisfaction, anxiety and worry. 

 

But the “now” is not empty.  The most boring, quiet “now” is infinitely more valuable than a 

future that doesn’t exist. 

 

Think of the present moment as a very deep lake.  To experience this moment is to experience it 

in all of its depth and fullness.  Often we may think we are living the present when all we are 

doing is skimming over the surface like a water bug. 

 

Amusement parks are fun, but that’s not what I’m talking about when I talk about living in the 

“now.”  Skimming over the surface like a water skier has its place and can have its thrills, but it 

can be a distraction from fully experiencing everything that is going on, from experiencing the 

depth and fullness of the “now.” 

 

At my congregation in Cincinnati called, The Gathering, we had this meditation group, and I 

noticed on occasions these brief periods when it is O.K. to just breathe, be in the present 

moment.  Personally, it is not easy for me to do!  But I’ve often experienced it as a very healing 

moment.  A brief moment of refuge and relief from the constant, incessant pressure of the future. 
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That’s the best way I can describe fully experiencing the present—a brief flash, and then it’s 

gone.  But that’s O.K., because it’s more than enough.  One’s left with a sense of wholeness and 

lasting contentment. 

 

For me, I had a lot going on, as we all do.  I had been out of the institutional church for a few 

years.  I had lost my job in a large church and was leading a very, very humble little 

congregation in some storefront property in a rough part of the city.  They couldn’t afford to pay 

me much, so I was struggling financially.  I didn’t have any benefits, including health insurance.  

So I was trying to find other work, unsuccessfully, and was getting very discouraged after one 

failed attempt after another for over two years.  And, oh yeah, I had also moved out and gotten a 

divorce after 23 years of marriage.  I was living a very solitary life.  And in a lot of emotional 

pain.  And I needed something to heal me, to help me. 

 

I was filled with regret.  What had I done?  Many people had admired the way the I didn’t cave 

under the pressure of the Presbyterian Church, even though the leadership of my congregation 

did, retracing their steps and leaving me hanging.  But that admiration and 3 bucks will buy you 

a venti dark roast at Starbucks.  This was not supposed to happen to me, a responsible person 

wouldn’t be in this position.  I had two kids who needed to go to college.  I was a prisoner of the 

past and the future.  How was I going to make it?  What happens if my little church falls apart, 

then what?  Anxiety.  I was in a lot of pain, all of it self-inflicted. 

 

That, by the way, is one of the first things the present moment taught me—how much pain I was 

in, and didn’t realize it.  It’s like there are these voices of the past—regret, grief, disappointment, 

anger—constantly chattering away.  And on one level I am unaware, but on another level 

causing all this pain.  And voices of the future—worry, apprehension, anxiety—constantly 

chattering away.  And when I more fully experienced the present, it was like, “Ohhhh.  That’s 

what’s going on.”  It’s like this continual background noise, like traffic constantly roaring by, 

that I didn’t even hear anymore, but causing this great damage.  So we become more aware of 

this incessant, oppressive background noise and get some distance, some space, from it. 

 

But then, going deeper and deeper into the moment, there is a stillness.  Then once in awhile, just 

for a brief second, a different voice—wordless, almost imperceptible—that lifted me up, put me 

on my feet and restored my soul. 

 

Call it contemplation or prayer or meditation, but the practice of deeply entering the present 

moment, and then mindfully living in this awareness, is the heart of a healing spiritual practice. 

 

When we practice living in the present, certain things happen.  When we embrace and accept our 

own reality, we accept ourselves the way we are at the very moment.  We realize that we don’t 

have to do anything to be acceptable.  It dawns on us that we are already great, already beautiful 

and good now.  You see the remarkable you. 

 

When we’re in the present we still have desires, but we can view them objectively.  We see them 

as O.K. but not necessary for our happiness.  When we accept our present reality, according to 

De Mello, your desire will be transformed into a preference. 
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When you go through life with preferences but don’t let your happiness depend on any 

one of them, then you’re awake. 

 

When in the present we live life without clinging, grabbing.  Obsession with goals and 

expectations destroys living in the present.  

 

When we believe that the present is not empty, but that it is incredibly full and amazing, when 

we trust in the blessing of God’s presence—we can discover that there is a source of deep 

happiness in our own reality that is there for the taking. 
 


