
THE CHRISTIAN MYSTIC 

2 Corinthians 12:1-9.  (Second Cong., July 5, 2015, Pentecost 6)  

There are four traditions in Christian spirituality: spirituality of the head, the heart, 

of the kingdom, and lastly mystic spirituality.  I want to talk with you about the last 

one today.  I read a book, The Corporate Mystic, by Gay Hendricks and Kate 

Ludeman, which (believe it or not) has lots of stories about following the mystical 

way in the world of business!  The sub-title of the book was A Guidebook for 

Visionaries with their Feet on the Ground.  I like that!  My point is that most 

mystics do not live in la-la-land, but have their feet firmly planted on the ground!   

I believe that the Christian mystical tradition is spiritually very important and at 

the same time quite practical.    The great theologian, Karl Rahner, said “the 

Christian of the future will be a mystic or not all”.   The Church needs to reawaken 

this part of its heritage.   

The best definition of mysticism I know is from Bernard McGinn (the author 

of a six volume work on Christian mysticism):  “the awareness of and reaction to 

the direct or immediate presence of God”(R).   “The direct or immediate presence 

of God” are the key words.  That awareness comes in different ways:  it might be a 

sense of oneness with the natural world, a yearning of the soul, an experience of 



awe and mystery, a vision, a love of quiet, or a simple awareness of God’s 

immediate presence in everyday moments.   Harold told us the story of meeting 

relatives on the NY subway – completely out of the blue – surely a sign of God’s 

immediate presence! 

The Bible is full of references to the mystical way, like the lectionary scripture 

today about Paul’s visionary experience of “the Third heaven”.   Visions help us to 

see the world with new perspective.  Visions lift us beyond ourselves so that we 

may see ourselves in God’s bigger plan.  In 2 Cor. 12 Paul, who was an activist 

responsible for planting churches all around the Roman Empire, says that he was 

caught up into the third heaven – a realm of pure joy in God’s presence.  Paul talks 

about his experience in an oblique way.  He says “I know a man who was 

transported to the third heaven …”  That’s a self-effacing way of talking.   True 

mystical experience leads to humility not to boasting.  But Paul wants to let his 

readers know that, whatever his opponents claim about their experiences, Paul 

has had the real thing!  Being caught up to the third heaven is a beautiful way of 

describing the moment when you no longer aware of yourself are caught up in 

rapturous contemplation of the light and love of God. 



We need glimpses of this awe and mystery of God, because we live in a 

rational, controlling, mechanistic, technological world where people work too hard 

and do not take time to smell the roses.  The temptation today is to think that 

everything can be controlled by planning and technology and our own efforts.    

We need to learn that before we may do anything about our problems a new 

perspective on life is needed.  I am not the center of the universe, and left to my 

own devices I mess things up.  The Spirit who comes to our aid usually works in 

unpredictable ways, ways we cannot control. 

  There’s a story from medieval times which illustrates the importance of 

vision in everyday life.  A traveler came to a worksite and saw two men carrying 

stones.  One man was working listlessly, with a sullen expression on his face, while 

the other man was cheerfully singing as he busily carried stone after stone.  “What 

are you doing?” asked the traveler of the sullen worker.  “Laying stone” was his 

reply.  “What are you doing?” the industrious worker was asked.  “Building a 

cathedral” was his reply.  Vision makes all the difference. 

In the book, The Corporate Mystic, Bob Galvin, president of Motorola Corporation, 

spoke about his father: “Dad once looked down an assembly line of women 

employees and thought, these are all like my Mom - they have kids, homes to take 



care of, people who need them.  That little vision motivated him to work hard to 

give them a better life, because he saw his Mom in all of them.  That’s how it all 

begins.”  You see, vision is a very practical thing. 

Mystical themes include the mystery of God, the light of God and the yearning to 

see God.  Mystics also speak of the intent of God to be united with humankind.  

Remember the words of the book of Revelation: God will dwell with them and 

they shall be his people, the marriage of human and divine.  The mystical way 

involves a great emphasis upon the Spirit’s presence in our lives.  Perhaps most 

important of all for the mystic is the direct awareness of God’s presence in our life.  

This union of the human and divine begins here and now.  “Abide in me and I will 

abide in you” said Jesus.   

This emphasis on the indwelling of God is very uplifting.  It elevates the human 

person to a high, status, a little lower than the angels.  The mystical tradition is in 

contrast to much of the Reformation tradition, which stressed the depravity of 

human beings in their sin.   Some forms of Protestantism leave the sinner feeling 

helpless and hopeless, except for the grace of God.  But how many times must the 

sinner be saved?  One can be stuck at the beginning of the Christian journey 

instead of making progress through the indwelling Spirit. 



The mystics tell us that God has put a light that burns in our souls, even if it barely 

flickers there, and that light can help us on our way.  Salvation is God’s work on 

the Cross, but humans are called as partners with God to work out the implications 

of their salvation.  The inner light is often experienced as a desire or hunger for 

God.  It may first appear as restlessness or emptiness.  We feel that something is 

missing – that is the desire for God stirring us to move towards God.  This aspect of 

mystical thought is helpful, because it affirms the role of our deepest desires in 

leading us to God.  Jesus asked a lot of people, “What do you want me to do for 

you?”  That’s a question loved by mystics. 

William McLoughlin, a Baptist historian at Brown University, compared evangelical 

spirituality to a tree in the desert that waits for occasional rainfall to soak up 

moisture through its leaves and branches.  We wait for a revival or a good sermon 

to feed us and revive our flagging spirits.  That’s good as far as it goes.  But the 

older mystical tradition calls us to put down deep roots into the arid soil until we 

reach the underground rivers and flowing streams of God’s Spirit, and draw daily 

sustenance from these through the discipline of prayer.  

Baptist and, I believe, Congregational spirituality has been the active kind – the 

emphasis is on action to express faith.   That’s great and I’m all for social justice 



and mission and community involvement.  But I firmly believe that action needs to 

be balanced by a rich inner spiritual life, otherwise the person gets burned out.   I 

have seen that happen too many times.   

The mystical way has been a great benefit to me.  Once I realized that God wanted 

me to find joy in spirituality, I began to see poetry and great literature and art and 

music as part of my spiritual life.  Walks in the woods or along the river, identifying 

birds, trees, wildflowers came to life spiritually.  Going on mission work tours, 

helping at the soup kitchen, visiting the sick –took on a deeper meaning.  Worship 

and prayer, especially meditation, became ways of being in God’s presence.  

Personal relationships became opportunities for listening and discovery and 

surprises and grace.   Life became a mystery to unfold, something of great beauty 

created by a loving God.  Life is a mystery but it is also a wonderful gift.  I am so 

glad that I discovered it is OK to be a bit of a mystic!   And I think there is a bit of 

the mystic in everyone of us. 


