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INTRODUCTION


The word, “mysticism,” has fallen into misuse and disrepair in Christian spirituality.  It has been a casualty of a mindset which identifies mysticism with rare and unusual experiences of the divine.  The premise of this book is that Christian mysticism is nothing more than mature Christian spirituality.   Its language is that of romance.  Its basis in Scripture is The Song of Songs.   While we can be creature,  child, or friend of God, mysticism does not begin until we hear God call us “Beloved.”  Mysticism begins when we begin living a divine romance.  


Unfortunately, one of the reasons for mysticism’s demise in Christian spirituality has been the disconnect between the language of mysticism and that of theology and spirituality. Theology has not been able to break through the impasse of a vocabulary dominated by masculine images.  Attempts to remedy this situation have not hit the mark.  The search still goes on to find a feminine face for God.  Until a solution is found, the word, “romantic,” finds no theological foothold in mysticism.  As a result, mysticism has become somewhat suspect.  Its language has been merely symbolic and poetic without the solid underpinning of theology.   It is my contention that until we can see the divine romance in the context of Trinitarian theology, mysticism will never become as clearly understood as it should be.  Nor will women find their rightful place in the Church.  


A second premise of this book is that it is time for Christian spirituality and theology to come of age.  The spiritual awakening that has swept the land has had a downside.  New Christians have had many preachers and teachers who have been able to get away with proposing a one sided view of the Christian life.  The polarizations between Christians of the extreme left and the extreme right often spring from a need for black and white answers.   
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Christian theology and spirituality have had a hard time navigating between the Scylla and Charybdis of relativism and absolutism.  But more deeply, the polarization in Christianity is the result of a failure to face one’s shadow.  As psychological maturity depends on the ability to face the undeveloped and/or abandoned side of one’s psyche, so does spiritual maturity depend upon facing one’s spiritual shadow.  There are so many issues in theology, morality, and spirituality which have been reduced to either/or disjunctions.  The fullness and maturity of Christian life only comes when we have the courage to face the other.  In many cases, when we do so, we will be creating a both/and spiritual universe.  


This book is a call to maturity and conversion, both spiritual and intellectual.  It is not intended for beginners or neophyte Christians.  It is meant for the legions of Christians who have been faithful disciples for years, but yet sense the need for something more, something deeper.  In a sense, it is a companion to my metaphorical expression of the spiritual journey: The Ascent of Mandala: A Parable of the Journey for Young and Old.  What that work says in mythic tongue , this one says in categorical language.  If there is a time and place for speaking in parables, there is also a time and place to speak plainly.  That is determined by the readiness of the reader.  


This book is divided into three parts with two appendices.  The first part comprises reflections on the nature of mysticism.  The second section is the theology behind those reflections; the third draws the profile of a both/and androgynous spirituality which springs from the premises laid down in the first two sections.  The first appendix is a thirty day retreat which has the purpose of grounding the theses of the book in one’s lived spiritual experience.  It requires more time, meditation, and prayer.  But more deeply, it requires open 
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hands.  We cannot enter fully into any retreat unless we give the Holy Spirit carte blanche to change whatever must be changed in our lives, hearts, and minds.  I discovered the importance of this when I made a thirty day retreat upon the occasion of my twenty-fifth anniversary of ordination.  


Up to that point, I had lived a rather divided life.  I had my idols.  I had my prejudices.  As a teenager, I had a spiritual conversion.  I fell in love with God.  I decided to follow Jesus.  But youth can be a precarious time to make life decisions without proper guidance.  I wanted to follow Jesus perfectly.  So I decided to become a priest and a member of a Roman Catholic religious order with a vow of celibacy.  I embarked on a quest for holiness which through the years rendered me increasingly unwhole.  I lived a divided life.  Not only was there a disjunction between my ideal and real self, but there were also disjunctions between spirituality and sexuality, between psychological health and spiritual health, and between the masculine and feminine sides of my human soul.  While I began to address these divides in the course of my ordained life, it was not until my thirty day retreat that I faced them fully.  I opened my hands to God, and God spoke clearly.  


Now I am a retired United Methodist pastor and happily married man.  And I feel whole.  While there is much that I consider valuable in the Catholic tradition of my youth, I would not be the person that I am if I had not made my own protest - a protest against dividing marriage from ordained ministry as well as a protest against separating the human from the divine.  In my theological and spiritual journey, I have encountered many divides.  The second appendix of the book is the story of how I bridged those divides.  


I suspect that in the course of reading this book you might succumb to the temptation 
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to pigeon-hole some of my ideas, naming them Catholic or Wesleyan.   I urge you to resist that temptation.  For that in itself is a divide.  If there is any hope for Christian unity, it lies in freeing ourselves from a hasty labeling process.  I experienced this in small ways in my years as a United Methodist pastor when one of my churches claimed that standing at the reading of the Gospel was a Catholic practice.  Since I have retired, I haven’t found a United Methodist church that does otherwise.  This book will only profit you if you can rise above such superficial criteria for determining what is Protestant or Catholic, not to mention 

what is orthodox or not.  


We live in a divided world.  One of the greatest divides in the Christian experience has been between the masculine and feminine mystique.  This work is an attempt to bridge that divide both in our spirituality and our theology.  Until Christian spirituality and theology can find a way to become truly androgynous, the gap between mysticism, theology, and spirituality will remain.  As I have said, the key to this solution lies in Trinitarian theology itself.  We look at the Trinity through the prism of created reality.  Is there a way to include the feminine mystique therein without making our theology a Procrustean bed?  Is there a side to Jesus’ humanity which we have overlooked?  My answer to both these questions is yes.   Christian spirituality and mysticism will have a solid foundation once we see that we are participating in an eternal love story.  


Part One 

THE ROMANCE OF MYSTICISM
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1: A GLIMPSE INTO MYSTICISM

A: Christian Mysticism


Every major religion has its mystics.  They are those who long have left the surface of their religious traditions and plummeted into the depths.  Whether Hindu, Buddhist, Muslim, Jew, or Christian, these divers into the ocean of spirituality have certain traits in common.  They live simply.  They are people of peace.  They cherish silence and prayer.  They care for others.  And they see reality in a far different way than their sisters and brothers who still live on the surface.  Whether they are Hindu Sannyasin, Buddhist Bodhisattva, Sufi Muslim, Kabbalistic Jew, or Christian mystic, they have entered a realm which is much more unitive than non-mystic forms of their respective religions.  But notwithstanding the similarities these divers of the deep share, there are profound differences.  While the holy ones of the east seek moksha or nirvana and Sufis and Jews worship a monistic God, Christians worship a triune God which canonizes all that can be named Other.  Christian mysticism is a love story.  


We relate to God in a variety of ways.  God is creator, Lord and Master, parent, and with the advent of Jesus, we hear the words, “I call you friends.”  The language of mysticism embraces all of these but goes one step farther.  God also becomes “lover of my soul.”  The Christian mystic uses the metaphors of romance and sexual union.  The roots of such language are found in the Old Testament book, The Song of Songs.  While a hymn of praise to human love, this book is also the metaphor for the Christian mystic’s relationship with God.   The mystic realizes that God not only wants us to be obedient servants, respectful children, and close friends, but God also wants to become completely one with us.  God 
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wants to make us fruitful with new life.  God wants a “mystical marriage” with each and every one of us.  


However, there are certain elements of Christianity which do not exactly lend themselves to such a relationship.  While women may find it easier to relate to Jesus in the language of romance, men have much more difficulty in expressing their relationship with God or Christ in such a way.  The language of romance may be the language of mysticism, but it certainly is not the preferred language of theology.  Is there a way around this?  I think so.  


Christian theology of God is like no other even among the monotheistic traditions.  God is neither solitary nor monolithic.  God is a relationship between One and the Other.  And the relationship between them is a substantial relationship.  It is someone else.  The prologue of the gospel of John could just as easily have begun in this way.  “In the beginning was the Beloved…”   First and foremost, God is a love story.  If God had revealed the inner dynamics of the Trinity before the coming of Jesus, what metaphors would have first come to mind to God’s people?   If the Hebrew people of old had learned that God’s inner life was two persons who loved each other totally with a third person being the result of their eternal union, what metaphors would they have chosen: thinker and thought, speaker and word, or even Father and Son?  I think not.  


But the fact of the matter is that the second person of the Trinity took on flesh - masculine flesh.  The incarnation swung Trinitarian theology into an all masculine framework.  Perhaps that is the reason, albeit an unconscious one, that early and medieval Christianity placed so much emphasis on Mary.  If Christ was the new Adam, there had to be 
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a new Eve to balance things out.  But what Christianity has failed to realize from its inception until now is the fact that there is a feminine face to God.  But finding such a face has eluded us completely.  Some have tried to make the Holy Spirit feminine.  That just does not work.  Nor does the de-sexualization of God, making the Trinity Creator, Redeemer, and Holy Spirit.  The key to resolving this dilemma lies in Christ.  


When the second person became man, he not only hid divinity deep within.  He hid the feminine nature of that divinity deep within.  According to Jungian psychology, every man born into this world has an unconscious feminine side to his soul, what he terms a man’s anima.  Jesus was no different except for the fact that his anima was also divine.  In his masculine humanity, Jesus is symbol and sacrament of the Father.  But deep down within him was the feminine face of God which is the foundation for all Christian mysticism.  The mystic, like all Christians, is rooted “in Christ.”  But more than that, the Christian mystic has become one with the deepest reality of Christ, that reality which is the eternal surrender of the Beloved to her eternal Bridegroom.  


That hidden feminine face of God remained hidden in Jesus right up to the end.  It is only on the cross that the eternal surrender of God’s Beloved becomes manifest.  The nuptials between the divine and the human are brought to its climax on the marriage bed of the cross.  “It is consummated!”  The veil in the temple, symbol of a spiritual virginal membrane, is torn in two.  There is no separation between humanity and divinity any longer because of Christ and his surrender on the cross.  God no longer is on one side in a Holy of Holies with everyone else on the other side of that veil.  It is done away with.  The marriage is complete.  A lance pierces the heart of Jesus from which flows both water and blood – 
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blood which symbolizes the end of virginity and water which symbolizes the after-birth of the Church.  Easter is the blissful climax of that union and Pentecost its fruitfulness.  


This is the life in which the mystic shares.  The mystic is not just a servant of God or child of God, or even friend of God.  In Christ the mystic is the Beloved of God.  The essence of Christian mysticism is complete surrender to a divine Bridegroom and complete union with him.  Its essence is mystical marriage.  Mysticism in the scheme of spiritual maturity is a spiritual pubescence.  The Christian is not only dutiful and obedient.  The Christian soul has a passion to become one with God in and through Christ and his surrender on the cross.  

B: The Paradox of Mysticism


Christianity finds itself in a fractured, polarized state.  There are great divides.  But this is nothing new in the history of Christianity.  Heresy has in large part been the denial of the both/and nature of the faith.  Either Christ is just human or he is just divine.  Either we are saved by faith or we are saved by works.  Either we have all the answers or we have none.  Perhaps at root we humans hate tension.  Perhaps at some unconscious level we are not comfortable with a Trinitarian God or the paradox of the cross.  


Mystics transcend this polarization, at least in their actions.  They unite seeming opposites.  They can be extremely orthodox and yet completely inclusive.  They cherish their solitude while they are very  involved in transforming the world.  They know that salvation only comes through Jesus and yet do not tie his saving hands with their all too imperfect worldview.  They are completely in the world with both feet while being not of the world.  
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They are living proof that God’s first name is not truth, beauty, or goodness, but rather that God is all these things because God is first of all Love.  


In Christ!  The mystics are so deeply into Jesus.  While many have their eyes fixed on Jesus up ahead, the mystic is deep within, looking at the world through Jesus’ eyes.  In Christ!  These paradoxical beings are such because they share in the divine paradox.  Their God is not monolithic, but One who gifts the Other with all his being only to receive it all back again.  Reality like love is a tennis match.  It goes back and forth so intensely that Being becomes Communion, and Communion is the essence of Being.  It is indeed a Holy Spirit which is the Spirit of total Love and Donation.  


The mystics elude us.  They elude us because our theologies and philosophies have not recognized that God is a love story.  God is paradox.  There is One.  There is an Other.  And their Holy Spirit of Love is their mutual gift.  

C: Jesus, the Mystic of Mystics


The goal of Christian spirituality is to become like Jesus, the mystic of mystics.  Jesus was fully man.  Yet in the depth of his humanity, he was also fully the Beloved of God.  Deep down he was also the feminine face of God, the one who surrenders totally and completely to the advances of the divine Bridegroom.  Deep down he is the centripetal wave of God which returns all things to the Father.  Deep down he is the Gatherer and the womb of all being.  He is a divine paradox.  He is the stumbling block to all those who cannot believe that divinity and humanity have wed in him.  To say that a human being could be God is blasphemy to them.  Yet Christians are called to believe in this paradox.  And while most do 
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so, they believe only on the surface.  They do not believe in all the implications of such a union.  Their Jesus is either all too human or all too divine.  How can you combine the imperfection of being human with the perfection of being God?


Jesus is hard to pin down.  He is not like so many other mystics.  While he often withdraws in prayer, he also eats and drinks with sinners.  While he is not of this world, he is totally immersed in it.  He is too human and approachable to be a mystic.  He saves others, but cannot save himself.  He heals others while the wounds in his hands and feet will remain forever.  But that is the nature of the Christ.  He reconciles all things in himself.  In his flesh he spells out that the only way to have life is to give it away.  Life, beauty, truth, goodness and Being itself are all what they are because Love is above all.  


Jesus is the greatest mystic of all because he embodies the paradox of God.  God is not either/or.  God is both/and.  You cannot pin God down because God is an eternal dialogue of love.  Love changes everything.  It makes the prosaic paradoxical.  

D: Love and Mysticism


God has only one Beloved, one Bride.  While he loves all his creatures, the only way to the inner divine love story is in and through Christ.  Whether one has entered deeply into this loving union is not ultimately determined by what one says.  One cannot enter Love without becoming it.  The ultimate criterion for mystical holiness is not words or actions, no matter how good.  In the end, only the quality of our love will matter.  You cannot put it better than Paul did in 1 Corinthians 13.  Without love, nothing else matters.  Love is the absolute.  There is nothing greater than that.  













7


Christian mysticism is all about being in love with Love and wed to it.  One’s theology or belief system may be askew, but if one is committed to be one with Love, in the end those who do the truth will come to the light.  If people are completely orthodox and have all the answers, but have no love, such rectitude profits them nothing.  On the other hand, those whose belief systems are erroneous or even heretical need not fear as long as they believe that God is Love and open themselves to that Love.  The depth of one’s wisdom is in direct co-relation to one’s love.  The Scriptures in all their apparent contradictions only hang together when viewed through the loving eyes of Christ.  Without such illumination, bigots, racists, and misers can find justification in the pages of Holy Writ.  Without mystic maturity, Christians shorten the saving hand of God.  They do not realize that God’s loving plans go far beyond their narrow theologies.  

E: Mystic Faith and Hope


We enter the divine romance through faith.  Much more than an assent of the mind, faith is a bridal surrender to a passionate God in and through Christ.  Through faith we are born into a life of wedded bliss with a divine Bridegroom.  Then hope is not for something far ahead of us beyond the horizon.  No.  Hope is being pregnant with the future which lies deep within, rooted in the eternal God.  

In the beginning we enjoy a honeymoon with our divine Bridegroom.  But such faith and hope is not mystic faith and hope.  That only comes by becoming one with Jesus in his passion and death.  It is only when we can say yes to God’s will in the darkness of Good Friday that our faith and hope reach their mystic depth in Christ.  It is only by bridal 
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surrender with Christ on the marriage bed of the cross that our faith and hope reach their consummation.  In reality our souls are being stretched to their limit in accommodating an infinite Lover.  But faith and hope pushed to their limits are but the harbinger of joy  on Easter Sunday.  


There is a certain brand of Christianity which is all Easter without any Good Friday.  No, these Christians do not deny that Christ had to go through his passion and death before he could rise again.  They simply minimize their own need to enter the darkness of faith.  Perhaps by nature and temperament they are optimistic and upbeat.  But every Christian sooner or later must tread the winepress with Jesus.  It is only in the dark nights that our faith and hope are purified and deepened.   It is only when it seems that our divine Lover has abandoned us that we can love purely and without self-interest.  


Honeymoons are great.  But love only deepens when tested.  Mystic Christians are not without joy.  It has simply deepened.  They will never abandon their God even when it seems that their God has abandoned them.  They are one with Jesus in his passion.   They are in the process of becoming totally trusting and open to a God who seems to be simply toying with them.  But they are being purified like silver in the fire and gold in the furnace.  The flame of God’s love burns in the darkness.  

F: The Mystic Ascent


So many Christians ascend the mountain of God up one face or another.  There are Pentecostals, Evangelicals, prophets of social justice, silent Quakers, Catholics and Protestants as well as introverts and extraverts.  We all begin on one face or another.  But 
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mystics in their ascent realize that if they are going to negotiate the upper reaches of the mountain of God, there must be a spiral ascent.  They realize that as they near the summit, all slopes converge into one.  Their spirituality takes on a unitive character.  


Mystics are the hope of any ecumenical movement because their souls have become ecumenical.  They have transcended the differences which are the hallmark of the lower reaches of the mountain.  In reality, they are simply closer to Christ who is the summit of the mountain.  He is the richness and fullness of all that we call Christian.  In Christ there in no either/or.  There is just both/and.  


The fact of the matter is that all the polarities of the Christian life are inter-dependent.  If there are no works of love, there is no faith.  If there is no faith, there is no love.  We cannot be in full communion with others unless we can be alone with the Great Alone in solitude.  If we are one with God, we are never alone even if we are hermits in the desert.  But the fundamental polarity is Trinitarian.  There is a centrifugal wave which establishes all that is other, including at eternal Other.  There is a centripetal wave which returns all thing to the Father and roots them in Being.  There is an eternal masculine energy and an eternal feminine energy which unite in their Holy Spirit.  


“Father, that they may be one…”  Jesus prayed for unity among his disciples.  But all unity begins within.  We must ascend the mountain of God and keep our eyes on the summit of Christ where all slopes converge into one.  We must become mystics.  We must live the divine romance.  
