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One day a Religious Man approached a Mystic and asked, “Does God exist?” “Allow 
me to go within for an answer,” the Mystic replied.  

After meditating for quite some time, expanding her heart-consciousness to 
embrace the totality of existence, she answered, “I do not know what you mean by the word 
‘God,’ but I do know that this world is more mysterious and more wonderful than I could 
ever imagine. I know that you and I are part of something so much larger than our own 
lives. Perhaps this ‘something larger’ is what you seek.”  

Then the Religious Man approached a Scientist. “Does God exist?” he asked. “Let me 
think,” the Scientist replied.  

And so she thought. She thought about the vastness of the universe—156 billion 
light- years, or something like 936 billion trillion miles, in diameter—and the almost 
immeasurable smallness of a quark. She thought of how the energy of the Big Bang fuels the 
beating of her own heart. And then she answered, “I do not know what you mean by the 
word ‘God,” but I do know that this world is more mysterious and more wonderful than I 
could ever imagine. I know that you and I are part of something so much larger than our 
own lives. Perhaps this ‘something larger’ is what you seek.”  

The Religious Man then thought to himself. He thought of what he knows and what 
he does not know. He thought about how he knows what he knows, and how he knows he 
doesn’t know what he doesn’t know. He thought about his experience of the world and how 
it is but one tiny, infinitesimal fraction of all experience. He thought about his dependence 
on forces larger than himself, and he thought about the interdependence of all existence. He 
experienced wonder and pondered mystery. And then he knew—he knew in his soul the 
truth of what the Mystic and the Scientist said—that he is part of something so much larger 
than his own life.  

And then, only then, did he think about what he’d call it.  

Louis Cornish, president of the American Unitarian Association from 1927-1937, 
was of the opinion that  “We belong among the mystics.”  A strange thing for a heady 
Unitarian to profess.  But our contemporary, Rev. Jonalu Johnstone elaborates.  She says 
“The mystic focuses on contemplation and reflection, a process we think of as going within. 
Paradoxically, that going within often leads to a connection with the world that yields a 
strong sense of belonging to the world, of being part and parcel and in exactly the right 
place and time, a contentment that invites the mystic to rest in the love and security they 
are wrapped in.”  This echoes the observations of the poet Rumi when he speaks of that 
field…out beyond ideas of rightdoing and wrongdoing. Rumi thought that when our soul lay 
down in the grass there, the world is too full to talk about.  Less poetically, but still echoing 
the same theme Franciscan Father Richard Rohr says that “when we allow ourselves to fall 
into the abyss of mystery, into limitlessness and unknowability, into a void without 
boundaries – it is then that we experience being held in unrestricted love and eternal care.” 
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It is this connection to the mystery of the world and the certainty of ‘unrestricted 
love and eternal care’ that drives us Unitarian Universalists to work so hard for justice.  If 
we can see the possibility of the unity of all, we are more likely to see each other – not as 
separate beings – but as part of the whole. 

 Furthermore, the recurring themes of mysticism and teachings of the mystics 
appear in the principles of Unitarian Universalism.   The Mystics’ emphasis on the 
incomprehensibility of God, and insistence on the insufficiency of the Scriptures alone to 
provide a means of finding God is reflected in our “free and responsible search for truth 
and meaning.”   The “inherent worth and dignity of the individual” was recognized by the 
mystics’ appreciation for the feminine and maternal aspects of the divine.  Mystics express 
an awareness that God is in all of creation, along with a recurring awareness of the 
smallness of the whole of creation.  We express this in our recognition of “the 
interdependent web of all existence.”  It is common for mystics to transcend the standard 
theology of their day, just as we serve as a light of reason and love in the darkness of dogma 
and punishment.  In common with Buddhism, Hinduism, the Sufis of Islam, Kabbalistic 
Judaism, and shamanism, Christianity, too, is a spirituality of the direct apprehension of the 
Absolute.  And Unitarian Universalism is deeply rooted in this rich soil.  Indeed, the first 
source of inspiration that Unitarian Universalists avow is Direct experience of that 
transcending mystery and wonder, affirmed in all cultures, which moves us to a renewal of the 
spirit and an openness to the forces which create and uphold life. 

 So Louis Cornish was right.  Unitarian Universalists do belong among the mystics.  If 
that’s the case it behooves us to know a little bit about them.  My go-to mystic is Julian of 
Norwich, a proto-Universalist who lived during the last half of the 14th century.  Her actual 
name is unknown; she is called Julian because of her connection to the church of St. Julian 
in Norwich.  What we know of her is the information she provides in her work “Showings 
(or Revelations) of Divine Love. “  For all we know Julian may have had only a single 
mystical experience, part of a near-death-experience. When she was thirty she was struck 
by a severe bodily sickness that may have paralyzed her for a time, leaving her unable even 
to speak, and ‘everything became dark around her’.  During this time she was given sixteen 
divine revelations. 
 

Everyone assumed that she would die, but suddenly the illness broke. This single 
experience profoundly changed her life.  She moved to a single-room cell attached to the 
church of St. Julian in Norwich.  One window allowed her to witness the divine services in 
the church and another permitted communication with the outside world.  In her cell she 
was sought out as a spiritual advisor, thus providing the gift of presence and deep listening 
to all who came to her.   
 

Julian’s interpretation of her revelations presents a view of God that is brimming 
with optimism.  She has given us three major concepts or images attributed to Julian:  In 
one of her most famous images, she said that God showed her all that was made and it was 
little, no bigger than a hazelnut in the palm of her hand.  In this image she saw that God is in 
all things, including humankind.  
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Another image that Julian taught was that of God-as-mother, emphasizing the divine 

procreative and nurturing nature of the divine.  For modern readers, it is often Julian who 
provides their introduction to what is often seen as a modern conception: the holy 
feminine.   
 

A third image is why she may be identified as a proto-Universalist:  the image of a 
creation without sin and a God without anger.  As you might imagine, many of Julian’s 
revelations clashed with the teaching of the Church.  Nonetheless, it is obvious from her 
writings and from accounts of her life that she never doubted the truth of her revelations 
and she was confident that somehow the infinite love and power of God would be able to 
make all things well. 

 
Descriptions of mystical experiences are often accompanied with the confession that 

the experience is, well, indescribable. Humanist-Mystic, Rev. Jacob Trapp, explains it as “an 
experience that comes unbidden ... it is not the intellectual conviction that Being itself is my 
being, but rather an ineffable experience of that Oneness, a rare and wonderful realization 
of what always is but of which we are seldom aware, flooding in to overwhelm the illusion 
of aloneness, separateness... [It is] our experience ... of those moments when we're 
rapturously one with the wonder of all that is”.  
 

If you have ever had this out of the blue experience of belonging to the unity of all 
that is you qualify as a mystic.  The so-called Great Mystics, like Julian, let this experience 
determine and shape every moment of their lives. They never forgot it. The rest of us tend 
to forget it. At least for a time.  But the experiences do change us. 

 
We Unitarian Universalists don’t talk much about our own mystical experiences.  It’s 

much safer to quote Emerson or Thoreau.  I’ve seen normally hyper-articulate Unitarian 
Universalists become tongue-tied when risking the stories of their own inexplicable 
experiences.  But it’s these experiences that shape us at our core.  

 
I have been on retreat with the Florida ministers since last Thursday.  You would 

think that if anyone should be able to talk about mystical experiences it would be ministers.  
You would be wrong.  Ministers are just as guarded as any other group of people when it 
comes to taking the risk of being vulnerable among their peers.  But this time together was 
different.  Several of us confessed to having an experience – hearing a voice, seeing a vision, 
-- that turned us inside out.  We somehow found the courage to fall into the abyss of not-
knowing.  And what we found at heart-level was something that was previously only in our 
minds; that everything is relationships: The mystery of how one human heart connects 
with others that connects with all that is now and forever shall be. 

There’s a line from the film “Shakespeare in Love” uttered by an unlikely mystic, 
theatre producer, Philip Henslowe.  As chaos reigns before a performance director Hugh 
Fennyman wail that things are going to fall apart. Henslow responds, “Mr. Fennyman, allow 
me to explain about the theatre business.  The natural condition is one of insurmountable 
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obstacles on the road to imminent disaster.  Fennyman asks, “So what do we do”.  Henslow 
replies, “Nothing.  Strangely enough it all turns out well.”  “How”, Fennyman moans.  “I 
don’t know,” says Henslowe.  “It’s a mystery.” 

It doesn’t take much imagination to equate our present time to the theatre business.  
It certainly does look like we are in a period of “insurmountable obstacles on the road to 
imminent disaster.” But we don’t always need to know ‘how’.  Mysticism invites us to wake 
up and engage with our wider and deeper belonging. And, maybe most importantly, it calls 
to bring our stories of mystical experience out of the closet and allow them to belong 
among us.  Strangely enough, in the telling and hearing of these stories, we will find that we 
all belong to a world that is ‘too full to talk about’.  We will find that all shall be well.  And all 
manner of things shall be well.  Amen. 

 

 
 


