CHAPTER ELEVEN
TRUE MYSTICISM

There is a way of imagining union with God that can bedevil
our path with its illusions. 1 see myself at prayer, my heart
beating in perfect thythm with God’s own heart. I see myself
being totally absorbed in God’s will. I imagine my being totally
in the grip of the Holy Spirit. I imagine myself feeling the
tremendous uncreated energies of the loving Trinity within
during my prayer, and I see myself yielding to this movement.

There is a kernel of truth in this attractive image of the self. A
Spirit has, indeed, been let loose upon the world. The very
energy of God is at our disposal, an energy that was only thinly
tapped when He created the world. That mighty act, before
which scientists are in awe, was the work of His little finger, as
one of the early Fathers says.

What He offers to us now is that same energy He used when
He raised Jesus from the dead! There is a force in the world that
transcends all human energies. It will not make us invisible. It
will not make us physically invulnerable, or even a bit more
muscular. It will not make us move with the speed of light. All
these could be measured and located as happening here or
there.

What then will it do? It will change our hearts. But this change
will not be perceptible to us. We will not see it. We will not be
conscious of our new loving. This great power will invade us
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without our becoming conscious of any growth in love within
us. This energy will open our sealed eyes. We shall see what we
have been blind to—the terrible sufferings of others—and we
will see a deep-seated insensitivity within ourselves.

Karl Rahner described this experience as *

a humble alarm at
our lovelessness.”

As we become more and more open to the
Spirit’s invasion, our humble alarm will grow greater. Yearning
for the day when my morning prayer will no longer include
alarm at my lovelessness is yearning for what never will happen
as we approach God.
Love is that new energy entering me. Love will open my eyes
to my neighbor and his needs. Love will draw me out of myself
in spontaneous service. There will be no room for self.
consciousness. Instead [ will feel
and I will be alarmed by it.
Let us then imagine the true mystic, filled with alarm at his
own lovelessness. Will he not despair
Not at all. As Durrwell puts it, he
perfection of humility; he will have *

greatness for himself.”15Hjs eyes and his mind and his heart will
be fixed upon the needs of others. He will derive no consolation

Om any sense of spiritual growth. He will not see any.
This is what Jesus invited

of their radical powerlessn
helplessness in the area of |

how inadequate is my response

of his spiritual growth?
will have reached the
wholly given up seeking

his followers into: becoming aware
ess in the world of the Spirit. This

oving and trusting was their meeting-
place with the Lord. In matters of the Spirit, they were to

acknowledge their ignorance. They were to come to see
themselves as knowing nothing, lacking wisdom. How else
could they let the Lord do His work within them?

They were to be in a state of amazement at God’s persistence
in loving them since they would see their own shabby response,

their own reluctance to give up judging, resenting, and writing
others off,

In the area of this new en
the world in Jesus, the
humble dependence.

ergy which God had let loose upon
Y were to be children, joyful in their

W
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it is vital to bring it all back, to

in a later moment of prayer,
s vital role. The

rehearse it. Here the face of the enemy plays it

e—that pompous voice—and that mouth pouring forth its

voic
nce felt—

foolishness! Now in prayer, I will feel again what o
and what I still do feel even if I have not been conscious of it.
Now I will see the nine-to-five “me,” the “me” that others
have to live with. It will be quite unpleasant, saddening, even
alarming. This is the only knowledge of self that leads to change,
to growth. In the area of loving every one of us needs to be
saved, even the saintliest. The only difference between us and
the saints is that they are more in touch with this truth than we
are.
Unless this image of myself comes into my prayer, the prayer
is useless, and the longer it goes, the more of a waste of time itis.
Not being present to myself, I will not encounter the true God. 1

may have a consoling hour day after day, but it serves no

purpose.
What if my God is in agony—as Pascal suggests—and I go

into His presence seeking peace and consolation for myself!
When we turn prayer into a search for peace apart from
honesty, we do not allow the true face of God to appear. The
coming of God’s consolation is not along that path.

True consolation comes with the discovery of God’s torment
and with the discovery of what in me is the cause of His
torment. As He introduces me to Himself, God is introducing
o not know—superficial and unreal, so unlike

me to a myself1d
tch-

Him. His true face will betray the horror He feels at the wre

edness of the poor.
It is very easy to pray at length—and even over many years—

and never meet this God.

Even the reading of Scripture without an openness to true
self-knowledge serves no purpose. St. Thomas calls the Gospels
a dead letter, unless the Spirit gives life. That is why the examen
was a way of life in traditional spirituality.

While long periods of mental prayer were not added to this

practice of self-examination, the reading and study of Scripture
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was. During the sixteenth cent
mental prayer became widespre
a staple of spirituality all but

ury—that moment when long
ad—the reading of Scripture as
disappeared. Fortunately it is
iarity with Scripture naturally
he reading and study of Sacred
t the many suggestions that are
ns in many different forms of
new spirituality that flows from
e of God’s action, and our need
are constantly being preached in the texts of

expression the radical and ever-

the revelation. The central rol
for honesty,
Scripture.

The demands of the New Law are preached so clearly and in

such an uncompromising way that the honest reader is
repeatedly shocked at how the text condemns him.

us nature of God’s kind favor is spread out before
usin parable, incident, argument, and explanation, as well as in

He has become our justification, our sanctification. Our being
lifted up to the heights of the divine life is so much a gift thatitis

mouths and the Lord Himself
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crowds? You could still talk very intelligently about the ceiling,
But you would never have had that central vital experience.

In Christianity, there is such amarble circle. When you stand
on it and face the Scripture, every line falls into place. You
realize then that the words are meant for you, standing there,
That marble circle is despair. Everything that is written is meant
for those experiencing despair. In those moments when we
recognize the futility of all our effort, the overpowering hold
that unlove has on us, the emptiness of our expressions of faith,
we stand in our poverty. St. Francis De Sales says, “Not only can
the soul which recognizes its poverty have great confidence in
God, but it can only have true confidence if it does recognize
it.”16

Because of this the saints cultivate despair. It is not easy to

come by. It is not natural to us. But it is the one condition for
hearing Scripture meaningfully.
In afilm a few years ago,

“The Neverending Story,” the main
character was a boy who

was reading a book. He gets very
involved in the book, and eventually becomes a character in the
book. This occurs when a young princess in the book starts to
talk about “the boy who is reading this book.” At first, he is very
reluctant to believe that her words refer to him. The princess
also mentions the many others who are watching the boy as he
struggles with the book: the movie-goers!

Wedonot readily accept the fact that the words of Scripture
are meant for us. We are not being addressed—at least, l am not
being addressed. I know in a way that it is meant for all and,
therefore, for me. But | do not experience myself being spoken

to. What a terrible significance Jesus placed upon our free
choices.

Jesus himself heard the Old Te
He experienced an invj
dying for them.

Most of the time,
do not experience it

Stament as no one before him.
tation to save his brothers and sisters by

we know that the text is meant for us but we
as being spoken to us, It doesn’t come alive.
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;he goal of my spiritual activity. When I am most conscious that
Saot:: rtl}(:: tf;t to}:)e acharacter in this glorious story of God’s only
vy s,umm 0s ;: :,: f ;a?t }}ea}: that.voi'ce speaking with authority.
<o Kin.gdo:l t e child who in his helplessness can
ele’f'nl;i t:r:)dil:;n} : talks much of compunction. It has two
i g 1?1pse son%ething of what God is like and what
e o rani1 orm me into, and I see my own selfish ways;
S ;rlsa .1?1:1('1 embarrassing. It does not produce the
et f,elt com, uw1  die for you.” It wasn’t at the Supper that
st p kn:ltlon. It was later, when, after his denial of the
= i h:i ed at Peter. He knew now what love was all
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et ni sl csze. It was a neighbor. Her little son, Jonson,
e e about four years old, and she worshiped him.
iy, ek p(:}(:r, he. was always carefully dressed.
Pl day_i nde suitcase—probably purchases she had
e e took Jonson’s hand in hers, and began to
. ouse}zl. But, after a few steps, Jonson pulled his
e of’ . Suirtx to the other side, and put his hand up on the
B, casBe. He wanted to help. His mother smiled,
e on. But, after a few more steps, Jonson began to
and. He did not want her help. He wanted to do this
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for her. She kept saying, “It is too heavy for you.” He began to
cry.
She put the suitcase down. She looked so sad. Jonson reached
up, determined. Buthe could not lift the suitcase. He struggled a
bit and then began to bawl. She picked him up in her left arm
and held him against her, and reached down and found the
suitcase handle with her right hand. She walked the rest of the

way with both burdens.
Jonson was not willing t
price. God invites us to be ¢
He can do. We constantly forget that. We must all
to do what we need. We must let Him save us.

We must accept the fact that our spiritual growth is hiddenin
Christ in God. Loving as Christ loves has nothing to do with
seeking to locate God’s successes within me. “How am I doing?”
In the sight of the wretched of the world—those who so
desperately need bread, those who even more desperately need
forgiveness—with my eyes newly opened on this, I will find
concern for “how I am doing” out of place.

How can L, then, be grateful if I'm going to ignore God’s gifts
to me—take them with never a word of thanks? First of all,Ican
thank God for my very life, for my eyes, my ears, my brain, my
freedom. I can thank God for my baptism, the Eucharist, the
Gospels, Jesus. I can thank God for my parents, my relatives, my
friends, my intelligence. There are endless gifts that we can
thank God for. Or, if we don’t feel the least bit grateful for any
of them, we can admit that. “Lord, I know in my head that all
these are your gifts, but Idonot feel a shred of gratitude. I guess
my heart sees them all as facts, things I wake up with each

morning. Let me come, Lord, into the truth that I am a heap of
gifts constantly flowing from You. Let the mist of illusion clear
away and let me see myself with no foundation within, resting
entirely on Your kind will. Lord, make me grateful.”

Once, a Sister told me about her experience teaching
paraplegic children. One boy, Billy, about fifteen, had no

o be a child. His mother paid the

hildren. What has to be done, only
ow the Lord
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control over his body except for his head. Even his neck muscles
were not in his control. Each day he was strapped into his
wheelchair, but his head drooped forward on his chest.

This particular day Sister announced, “I am going to teach
you today about prayer.”

Billie’s voice from below. “Sister, 1 know how to pray.”

“Oh, Billie. Then tell us how to pray.”

“Each morning, Sister, I say to God: thank you,
thank you.”

The Sister told me she immediately left the room. After she
had composed herself, she went back in,
tioned prayer again.

Am I ever grateful like that? How
work within Billie, revealing Himself to him, consoling him.
What I experience may be more like ingratitude.

This is all a safe thanksgiving—or, even safer ingratitude. But
God does not invite us to thank Him for the growth in believing
and loving that we see coming into our lives. In fact, this growth
is hidden from us, so it cannot be seen anyway. There is no

checking on the delivery of God’s promises.
hAnd that’s the second point. With some people we wait until
t

ey fulfill the promise before we thank them. With others, we
thank them when they make the promise.

“Thanks.” It means I trust him. His word
know it will be done. I respect that will of h
do it, by his word. I do not
already feel grateful.

So it is with faith. I hear
salvation. “I will raise you

revealed H

thank you,

but she never men-

powerfully the Lord was at

“I'll take care of it.”
is enough. I already
is. I touch his will to
need delivery to become grateful. I

the Lord’s promise: His goal is my

up.” That is His Word. He has
is Will to me. If I trust Him, I will already experience
gratitude, the lifting of the burden. Where He may have already
scored some successes within me—that is no concern of mine. [
must not seek evidence for His Word. That loving me that He is
bringing to birth is His secret working. It is not meant for my
admiration. My €yes are meant for others, for loving. He does
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gives us His Word.

Our spiritual life shoul . bt
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i ontains His loving Will toward us—the focus of 0

d enable us to come to each Eucharist
g squarely another. We

becauseitc
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tenderly for the wretched of the earth.
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