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The happiest life is to be without thought. —Sophocles 

 

The problems that exist in the world today cannot be solved by the level of 

thinking that created them. —Albert Einstein 

 

Ancient Witness: Isaiah 55:6, 8-9 

 

To be describe as “thoughtless” is an insult.  It refers to someone who is not mindful of the needs 

and situation of others.  And of course, this is important. 

 

However, sometimes to be without thought, to be thought-less, is a good thing.  It’s an important 

spiritual practice. 

 

But we live in a day and age where  we have elevated thought as the epitome of human life.  It 

was Descartes who famously said, Cogito Ergo Sum, “I think, therefore I am.”  Thinking has 

become the most important, the defining characteristic of being human, the basis for knowing we 

exist. 

 

Certainly as a species humankind has made great advances and discoveries.  Our ability to reason 

and think has led to some amazing things. 

 

And there is a lot going on in the world that deserves our best thinking.  Earlier this week, Amir 

Locke was shot and killed in his own home in Minneapolis, as police executed a “no knock 

warrant,” barging into his home.  One news report reads:  “An officer then kicks a couch Locke 

was lying on underneath a blanket, appearing to wake Locke up. Locke, who was holding a 

handgun, looks up to see officers surrounding him and begins to stand, with the handgun 

becoming visible.  Almost immediately, officers fired three shots, killing Locke, who was still 

twisted up in the blanket.”  This has become yet another example of excessive abuse of power by 

police and the disproportionate, unequal treatment of African American citizens.  We need our 

best thinking about this and institutional racism in this nation. 

 

And we need to think well about the severe economic inequality in this nation, about tax policies 

and austerity measures and about deep cuts in governmental spending. 

We are facing environmental catastrophe with global climate change.  How can we make sense 

of these things?  The God of love cannot intervene and save us.  It’s up to us.  If justice is the 

marriage of compassion and intelligence, we need clear thinking now more that ever.  What are 

we to think?  This is a crucial question, but it’s not my focus today. 
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Today I want to say that this is probably the wrong question, in the ultimate sense.  “What are we 

to think?” is not the best question from a spiritual prospective.  Spiritually speaking, thinking is 

part of the problem, in a final sense.   

Now, many of you who know me might be a little surprised because, well, I like to think.  I read 

a lot and use a lot of references in my sermons.  I admit that I’m kind of a heady person—

cerebral.  And we are kind of a thinking group here, too.  We like to live in the head.  But 

sometimes our strength can also be a weakness.  So let’s spend together thinking about the 

importance of not thinking! 

Years ago, a small group from my inner-city store-front church in Cincinnati started a spiritual 

practice group that met on Wednesday evenings at a member’s house.  This group was not about 

thinking.  To the contrary, you could describe it as the opposite of thinking.  We gathered to 

focus on contemplation and meditation from the Christian tradition, but with influences and 

insights from the Eastern traditions, as well.  In between our weekly meetings we practiced 

mediation individually during the week. 

On way to describe this, is that as good as thoughts and insights can be—and we need clear 

thinking and positive insights—this is not what contemplation is about.  Meditation gets at that 

missing element that is beyond thinking and comprehension. 

There’s a great cartoon from the New Yorker magazine that I put on the cover of the bulletin 

today.  Two monks in robes look like they have just finished a period of sitting meditation.  One 

turns to the other, and the caption read:  “Are you not thinking what I’m not thinking?”  There 

was a contemplative group in Arizona, and we had a T-shirt that said, “Meditation: It’s not what 

you think.” 

This state of “no thoughts” or what some call non-dual awareness has been described by many 

leading spiritual teachers in many traditions for generations. 

In the Hindu Patanjali Yoga Sutra, the foundational text of yoga, written in the second century 

BCE, it says, “Yoga happens (union with the divine) when there is stilling of the movement of 

thought…”  In the Bhagavad Gita (VI, 25) it says, “With the intellect steadfast and the mind 

sunk in the elf, allow no thought to arise.”  One 20th century sage said that to be free from 

thoughts is itself meditation and that to be without thoughts in the waking state is the greatest 

worship. 

Dogen Zenji, the 13 century founder of Zoto Zen Buddhism famously said, “Be without thought, 

this it the secret of mediation.”   

Many teachers point out that we don’t completely escape our thoughts but we quiet them—allow 

them to fade into the background—get some distance—become aware of them—watch them—

and the space between them. 
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Jon Kabat-Zinn says that meditation is to making you mind blank or willing yourself to be 

peaceful or relaxed.  He wrote: 

It is really about an inward gesture that incline the heart and mind toward a full-spectrum 

awareness of the present moment just as it is, accepting whatever is happening simply 

because it is already happening.  This inner orientation is sometimes referred to in 

psychotherapy as “radical acceptance.” (61) 

Acceptance doesn’t by any stretch of the imagination, mean passive resignation.  Quite the 

opposite.  It takes a huge amount of fortitude and motivation to accept what is—expecially 

when you don’t like it—and then work wisely and effectively as best you possibly can with the 

circumstances you find yourself in and with the resources at you disposal, both inner and 

outer, to mitigate, heal, redirect, and change what can be changed. 

Such acceptance is called radical acceptance” because it goes to the root of things.  (407) 

Now, those of us from a Christian perspective talk about the most important reality as the 

Kingdom of God or the presence of God.  It is a reality that is always here, but we have trouble 

experiencing it and becoming aware of it.  But when we do, it brings us tremendous happiness 

and peace.  But there are always things that seem to stand between us and this reality—things 

like our thoughts, concerns, goals, worries, etc.  So when we focus upon the present moment, we 

are removing the obstacles that keep us from experiencing the full spectrum of reality, including 

the reality of God.  And we then experience what the Buddhists call Samadhi—liberation and 

healing. 

There’s an old story of a meditation student who asks the teacher how long she should meditate.  

The master says, a half an hour a day.  The student asks, “What if I’m too busy to do it for an 

half an hour?”  “In that case,” said the master, “an hour a day.” 

Meditation is to practice placing yourself in the hand of this Sacred Presence and to experience it 

as a totally free gift.  It is an act of total trust, if only for a few minutes a day. 

There’s a 14th century spiritual classic called, The Cloud of Unknowning, written by an 

anonymous English monk.  It was written around the time when Meister Eckhart had been 

silenced by the Pope for emphasizing inner, personal experience.  “Thought cannot comprehend 

God,” he wrote.  “And so, I prefer to abandon all I can know, choosing rather to love him whom 

I cannot know.” 

The goal of The Cloud of Unknowing is union with God—not a thought or an idea of God, but 

God as she is. 

It’s like this : We need to get away from the light pollution to see the stars that are always there.  

Likewise when we get away from the thought pollution—attaining stillness and quietness—we 

can experience a reality that has been there all along!  Again, the monk writes, “God may be 

reached and held close by means of love, but by means of thought, never.”   
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You know, Christianity has become primarily about thinking and about believing thoughts rather 

than experiencing, especially after the enlightenment.  What a tragedy to confuse our thoughts 

about God with God.  And without the thoughtless experience of the Divine, there is no hope.  

But a flame has been kept alive, flickering in the margins.  And there has been a re-awakening.   

Thomas Merton started a revival of contemplation in the 1950’s and 60’s.  And in the 1970’s 

some Trappist monks, including Thomas Keating, developed a method of silent prayer that they 

called “centering prayer.”  It is when one sits in silence open to God’s presence and love, beyond 

thoughts, emotions or sensations.  Like being with a close friend where words are not required.  

Because our minds are so attached to thinking, the teach people to use a sacred word “ever-so-

gently” when you become aware of your thoughts. 

Years ago, Gary, a friend of mine helped organize a group of us to go down to Gethsemani, the 

Abby where Merton lived in Kentucky, for retreats.  He told me an old joke.  There’s this guy 

who dies and gets to the pearly gates.  And there’s this sign with two arrows.  One points to 

“Heaven.”  The other to “Lecture on Heaven.”  You know, the lectures are important and good 

and helpful.  But let’s not miss the real thing.  And it’s right here, right now. 

 

 


