
A Course of  Contemplative  

        Spiritual life is an 
invitation into mystery, into 
something Yeshua (and other 
writers of the New Testament) 
called the “musterion.” This 
word points toward a reality 
beyond the common world of 
ordinary seeing and knowing. 
It can be known by anyone, 
but so few find it. Yeshua 
taught that, if they will, 
followers of the spiritual path, 
are called to walk into and 
live in the depths of this 
mystery. 
        It may sound strange to 
speak of the teachings of 
Yeshua in this way. Perhaps 
even foreign to the ear of the 
contemporary Christian. Yet it 
was central to the words of 
Yeshua. It is recorded in all 
three of the synoptic Gospels 
that Yeshua told his students, 
“To you it has been given to 
know the secrets (mysteries) 
of the kingdom of heaven, but 
to them it has not been 
given.” Then he adds that to 
know the mysteries is to 
penetrate the meaning of the 
parables, which, he says,  
many cannot (Matt. 13:11, 
Mark 4:11-13, Luke 8:9-10).  
        Later, the Apostle Paul 
continued this same theme 
and tied mystery to wisdom. 
He says, “Yet among the 
mature we speak wisdom, 
though it is not a wisdom of 
this age...we speak God’s 
wisdom in the form of 
mystery, hidden but decreed 
by God before the ages for 
our glory” (I Cor. 2:6-7). In 
these extraordinary words, we 
have many clues as to what 
the journey into mystery 

entails. First, it is about 
wisdom and the kingdom. 
Second, it is meant only for 
the mature. Third, it entails 
the ability or skill to interpret 
the meaning of the parables 
correctly. Fourth, Yeshua 
himself is the teacher of the 
mysteries. Fifth, he uses 
parables to teach these 
realities, but these are as 
large as life and greater than 
words alone.  
        These five details are the 
essence of “esoteric or 
mystical Christianity.” They 
are about a form of religious 
life that is more concerned 
with the “interiority of the 
cup” (Yeshua’s metaphor for 
inner, spiritual reality) than 
they are about the exoteric 
forms of religious codes and 
conventions.  To live the 
mysteries, one must be 

introduced and initiated, 
something which has largely 
been forgotten in 
contemporary Christianity, but 
which is the domain of the 
Spirit (John 16:12-15). 
         Let us examine the 
specifics of this journey into 
mystery. The first and perhaps 
most important aspect of the 
mysteries is that they are 
about something Yeshua 
called “the Kingdom” and St. 
Paul, called “wisdom.” 
Traditionally these have been 
put together, for one involves 
the other. The Kingdom is the 
realm of fullness and 
completeness. It is God’s 
realm where all dimensions 
exist simultaneously and in 
contact with one another. 
There is nothing left out. To 
live in relationship to that 
fullness (what the writers of 
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Special points of 
interest: 

• The students of Jesus are 
called to walk and live the 
mysteries of the kingdom. 

• From a human perspective, 
the mysteries are 
paradoxical and can only be 
resolved as they are lived. 

• Parables express the 
mysteries and their 
paradoxes in linguistic 
form. 

• Poetry is another powerful 
doorway initiating us into 
mystery.  
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“To you it has been given to know the mysteries of the Kingdom...” 



the NT call the pleroma) is to 
live in light of a totality which 
gives one wisdom. 
        Second, to live out this 
fullness, 
however, is not 
automatic. We 
are meant to 
do so, but we 
must mature 
into it, much 
like the 
“mystery” that 
adulthood 
seems to a 
child who 
cannot grasp it but most grow 
into it. As we grow stronger, 
we are more able to 
understand the many 
mysterious dimensions of the 

Kingdom. 
        Third, because this 
growth entails something 
called “coming to 

understand” (or 
grasp) the 
meaning of 
Yeshua’s 
teaching, only the 
mature can 
correctly interpret 
the meaning of 
parables. 
Maturity is the 
condition for 
correct 

interpretation.  
        Fourth, because this is 
the path of Yeshua (the 
Master interpreter), he must 
be the inward teacher who 

instructs us and his teaching 
must come from within. 
         Fifth, his life and our own 
lives are part of the 
Teaching—which becomes the 
Master Parable. We live into 
the mysterious meaning of 
our own lives. We are meant 
to become wise beings, 
possessors of the mysteries  
who know the interpretation 
of how things fit and work 
together (including our own 
lives) because we have lived 
it, not just studied it. This is 
the great adventure, the 
journey par excellence of 
spiritual life. 

we all start with that 
viewpoint, but growth into the 
mysteries takes us from 
there to the ultimate ground 
of being—viewing the world 
around us with the eyes of 
Ultimate Reality. 
         Wisdom, therefore, is a 
journey from the narrow 
perspective of our temporal 
world to an 
eternal seeing. 
Nothing less 
than this can 
ultimately give 
balance to life 
as we 
experience it. 
Anything less 
than this will fail 
us. So what do 
parables do? 
They crack 
open (deconstruct) the prison 
house of our narrow 
perceptions and begin our 
reeducation into wisdom’s 
seeing. They reconnect us to 
the fullness of Reality. 
          
 

        As a master of parable, 
Yeshua was a teacher of the 
wisdom of ancient Israel. He 
brought to flower the heritage 
of Solomon—the way of 
wisdom. This aspect of his life 
is at the heart of Christianity, 
and yet it is little understood 
today. 
        The parables of Yeshua 
were mysteries spoken in 
metaphor, often seeming to 
those who heard them to be 
unresolved paradox. Paradox 
is the way wisdom appears to 
us, as a tension which cannot 
be resolved by the rational 
mind or through the power of 
logic and reason alone. 
        Parables often express 
what wisdom actually does—
standing the “common sense” 
view of the world on its head. 
Why is this so? The view of 
reality formed within time, on 
the basis of sensory 
observation and empirical 
verification is only a sliver of 
what Reality is. To view life 
from that narrow band is 
ultimately illusory. It is true, 

        Take for example, 
Yeshua’s Sermon on the 
Mount. It is filled with the 
paradox of blessing, spoken in 
the aphoristic forms of 
sapiential discourse. The 
Beatitudes sound false and 
irrational to the ordinary ear, 
because the nature of the 
mystery expressed in them (as 

paradox) embraces 
opposites. It is 
viewpoint which says 
that opposites must 
co-exist without 
contradiction or 
canceling each other 
out. In logical 
discourse if “x” is the 
opposite of “y,” then, 
reasonably they 
cannot both be true. 
This is not the “logic 

of wisdom” which holds 
opposites in complementary 
opposition. This paradox is at 
heart of the mysteries. 
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In the beginning, Reality 
was at once being, knowledge 
and bliss, and in that “now” 
which is the ever-present “in 

the beginning,” knowledge 
continues to possess a 

profound relation with that 
principal and primordial 

Reality which is the Sacred 
and the source of all that is 

sacred. Through the 
downward flow of the river of 

time and the multiple 
refractions and reflections of 

Reality upon the myriad 
mirrors of both macrocosmic 

and microcosmic 
manifestation, knowledge 

has become separated from 
being and the bliss or ecstasy 

which characterizes the 
union of knowledge and 

being...  
 

The “mystery” of adulthood. 

Lesson Four  

Parables stand the “common 
sense” view of the world on 

its head. 
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The Explanation: 
        It may appear to be 
impossible, but a spiritually 
evolved human being learns 
to live along two axes of 
reality at once: the horizontal 
and the vertical, integrating 
the paradoxes that they 
create in juxtaposition. This 
was the way Yeshua lived his 
life. 
        The practice at the core 
of Yeshua’s teaching requires 
that a human being combine 
these two realities into a 
single whole. This demands, 
of course, a form of discipline 
that allows each reality to be 
what it is, but to live along 
side one another in balance 
and as a whole, rather than a 
collection of separate parts. 
 
The Practice: 
1. Mindfulness of the 
paradoxes. In previous 
lessons in this course, we 

have examined the spiritual 
state called “mindfulness” 
which is required if we are to 
see the paradoxical 
relationships of the mysteries 
clearly. 
2. Openness of heart. There is 
no formulaic way of living the 
mystery of the 
paradoxes. They 
must be combined 
inwardly at the level 
of the heart which 
remains open to the 
painful nature of 
these combinations.  
3. Experimenting 
with life. There is no 
formula. Life is an 
experiment in which we 
combine the two axes in a 
unique and personal way by 
experimentation. We see what 
works and what does not and 
learn from our experience.  
4.Canoeing the realities. If we 
could imagine the flow of life 

like a stream upon which we 
must canoe, we would 
recognize that staying 
balanced is a constant 
movement between one 
opposite side and the other. 
Sometimes we move slowly 
and smoothly and sometimes 

rapidly and in 
turbulence. 
5. Letting wisdom 
grow. Wisdom is 
cumulative and 
progressive. As it 
grows through 
experience, it 
meshes with other 
insights we have 
gained and 

strengthens them. Together 
this learning forms a web of 
understanding which sustains 
life and action in increasingly 
fuller and more balanced 
forms. 

may seem, it is a treasury of 
truth into the deep mysteries 
of existence.  
        A biographical text by 
Cynthia Bourgeault, Love Is 
Stronger Than Death (NY: 
Bell Tower, 1999), explores 
the mysteries of life and 
death in a profound and 
surprising way that  shows the 
balance of opposites. 
        The classic Taoist text on 
paradox and the mysteries 
has been recently reissued in 
a new translation by Ursula 
LeGuin, Lao Tzu Tao Te Ching 
(Botson: Shambhala, 1998) in 
which we see that the Logos 
both makes a way and follows 
it. 
        Rabbi David Cooper’s 
God is a Verb (NY: Riverhead 
Books, 1997) gives deep 
insights into the awareness 
that in powerlessness there is 
power, and that good and evil 
cannot exist without each 

        Life presents itself as 
mystery through the inevitable 
paradoxes and realities that 
are “both/and.” Noted 
expressions of this are found 
within Christianity in its dicta 
that in dying there is life, in 
diminishment and loss there 
is gain. 
        Resources for 
understanding these 
mysteries exist both within 
the Christian tradition and in 
other sacred traditions as 
well. Some of these are 
explorations of the mysteries 
themselves; others are 
practical guides through 
them. All are helpful. 
        Two extraordinary texts 
coming from within the 
Christian tradition are 
Valentin Tomberg’s 
Meditations on the Tarot: A 
Journey into Christian 
Hermeticism (Element 
Books). As unlikely as the title 

other.  
         Understanding that pain is 
a teacher, and we must learn to 
stay with the teaching is the 
Tibetan Buddhist expression of 
Pema Chodron’s Start Where 
You Are (Boston: Shambhala, 
1994). Another excellent 
Buddhist text that is both 
practical and revelatory is Jack 
Kornfield’s A Path with Heart 
(NY: Bantam Books, 1993). 
         A quintessential 
expression of Sufism’s 
understanding the practical 
nature of living the mysteries is 
Kabir Edmund Helminski’s 
Living Presence (NY: Penguin 
Putman, 1992) which can be 
used with the guide from the 
praxisofprayer website written 
for Christian contemplatives, 
Living the Presence 
(Telephone, TX: Praxis Press, 
1996). 
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...Knowledge has become 
nearly completely 
externalized and 
desacralized. Especially 
among those segments of the 
human race which have 
become transformed by the 
process of modernization, 
and that bliss which is the 
fruit of union with the One 
and an aspect of the perfume 
of the sacred has become 
well-nigh unattainable and 
beyond the grasp of the vast 
majority of those who walk 
upon the earth.  

Seyyed Hossein Nasr, 
Knowledge and the Sacred 

Canoeing  
the realities. 



RETURN 
 

How long will you move backward? 
Don’t go, come near! 

Do not stray in unbelief, 
come dancing to religion. 

Look the elixir is hidden in the poison 
Come, return to the root of the root of your  

Self. 
 

Molded of clay 
you think you are an earthly being, 

but you have been kneaded from the substance of 
certainty, 

You are a guardian at the Treasury of Holy Light, 
Come, return to the root of the root of your  

Self. 
 

Once you get a hold of selflessness 
you’ll be dragged from your own ego, 

and freed from its many traps, 
So come, return to the root of the root of your Self. 

 
You were born vice-regent, 

a child of the children of God, 
but your have fixed your sights too low. 

How can you be happy with these scraps? 
Come, return to the root of the root of your  

Self. 
 

You were born from the ray of God’s majesty, 
and have the blessing of the morning star, 

so how long will you suffer at the hands of things 
that do not exist? 

Come, return to the root of the root of your  
Self. 

 
You came here from the presence of the Friend, 
a little drunk, but gentle, that look so full of fire, 

How long will you try to deceive us? 
We can see the truth in your eyes. 

So come, return to the root of the root of your  
Self. 

 
The King is here, our master and host, 

he has placed the cup of eternity before you, 
Glory, glory be to God, what a rare wine! 
Come, drink now, and return to the root  

of the root of your  
Self. 

Jalal ad-din Rumi 

PO E T I C  IN V I TA T I O N IN TO  MY S T E RY  
COMMENTARY 

 
         In this compelling poem, the 13th century Per-
sian poet and mystic, Jalal ad-din Rumi, initiates us 
into the mysteries. 
1.     The first mystery is that of our own existence in 
time and the movement of return to our Source in 
eternity. Life is a journey of return and not a simple 
occupation of history. We are meant to move through 
temporal experience as a pilgrimage in which our goal 
is to find our origins in the Source. This is the mystery 
of human purpose. 
2.     The second mystery is the nature of the true 
human self. The typical experience of my “self” is 
false because it is made in the image of humanity 
without the divine. The mirror image of my true Self 
lies in God. Religious experience is a dance of oppo-
sites, mixtures of poison and cure, darkness and light 
by which I come to know my true Self reflected in God. 
3.     The “substance of certainty” is the eternal 
“matter” out of which I have come, my true sub-
stance. Physical matter, part of what I am, is only a 
temporary form. Light is the root substance of my 
being, as it is God‘s, and the ultimate form which I 
shall know. Mysteriously I take up guardianship of 
that treasured reality in the midst of life. The “trap” of 
temporal existence is the sense that my ego is the 
center of the self. I “have” an ego, but it is not the 
ultimate center of my being, which lies deeper. The 
ego is a temporal creature which shall change and 
evolve into something else. Egolessness is a state of 
inner maturity. 
4.     The true dignity of being human is that I am here 
on earth to be a representative of divinity, a child of 
eternity, but in fact I am amnesic and unaware of that 
truth. I attend too easily to secondary matters (scraps 
of existence), forgetful of the truth of my own origin 
and purpose.  
5.     Comparatively, the world as I experience it has 
no independent existence, but is the result of higher 
realities and heavier substances. The divine light 
shines out and becomes “existence” as I know it. 
Each being that exists is a manifestation of that ray, 
blessed by celestial glories and destinies, which are 
the true template of the forms around us. 
6.     The fundamental relationship which humans are 
meant to have with the divine is one of companion-
ship and friendship. The eternal Friend is always “for” 
us, on our side. This relationship has the potential for 
deep intimacy. Each human carries the “look” of that 
relationship within. The drunken state we bear into 
this world is intoxication with the divine Reality which 
we continue to feel as a delirious longing for home, 
return, and friendship with God. 
7.     The Sovereign of the universe is master of our 
passage through time, host of this banquet called life 
in which we are offered the drink of eternity now. We 
are invited to drink deeply of eternity in time, to savor 
its complexity as we would a fine cabernet sauvignon, 
and know life as a subtle mixture inebriating us with 
the source of our eternal existence. 
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Questions for Personal Reflection and Group Discussion 
 
1. When you hear that something is a “mystery,” what does that mean to you? 

2. If you come to know or understand a “mystery” is it still a mystery? Does it remain mysterious? 

3. Why would the Kingdom of God be mysterious? 

4. There Are things that are mysterious to a child that to adults are no longer so. What changes in a person from 
childhood to adulthood to make this so? 

5. Why are parables important to use in the teaching of mysteries? 

6. How would you describe the Kingdom of God? What makes it different than a human political system? 

7. How does the total (or full) knowledge of something give a person wisdom? 

8. How does Nasr (in the sidebars) connect knowledge to bliss? Is that part of your experience in any way? How so? 

9. Why do parables often seem to be paradoxical? What is a paradox? How do you live with it? 

10. Why would maturity be the condition for the possibility of understanding parables? 

11. The poem by Jalaluddin Rumi expresses your human life as a kind of mystery? What is your sense of the poem?  What 
are the mysteries that it expresses? 

12. In the 5th and 6th stanzas of Rumi’s poem he asks us two questions, how would you answer each of them? 

 
 
Daily Practice 
 
A. How have you experienced the mystical dimension in your own life? What has that 

experience been like and how is it different from what you might call your ordinary 
experience? Do you feel that you have an entry point into the mysteries of a realm or 
reality (which Yeshua called the Kingdom) beyond the normal dimensions of space 
and time? What insight has that given you. Have you shared that with anyone else? It 
would be good for you to know that you are not alone in these sorts of experiences, 
which is why sharing in a group of seekers is such an important experience.  Reflect on your own experience. Journal 
what you would like to remember or share. What sorts of questions would you like to ask about this experience from 
others who have had something similar to your own.  

B. Maturation is obviously a foundational element in the acquisition of wisdom. Becoming wise is one of the great 
experiences of our sojourn here on earth. Is there anything in your life-experience for which people come to you to seek 
out your wisdom because (at least in that area) you are a wise person? How did you come to learn this wisdom. In your 
own personal reflection, seek to understand how you have gained wisdom or where you might be lacking it. It is hard to 
see lacks, but sometimes we “bump up against them” when we realize we can’t do what we need to do, or know how to 
do something that we need to know. Imagine that acquiring wisdom is not passive, but involves an active participation. 
Imagine, then, that in your daily life you are seeking for it—as an entryway into the mysteries within (or behind) the 
universe. Go through a day or several days and see, first, where the lacks may be, then, second, where you begin to 
gain wisdom into the mysteries of things. Record your experience.  
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C. Imagine that your own life is a parable, a story with many interesting details and even paradoxes being told by the 
some divine author. What would you say the “point” of the parable of your life is so far? Can you tell? Is there more to 
tell that will help unfold the meaning and mystery of your life. If you were going to tell your life-parable to a child, how 
would you express is? Write it out.  

D. Read through the following Beatitudes from the Sermon on the Mount found in Matthew’s Gospel. What paradoxes do 
you find here. 

Seeing the masses around him, Yeshua ascended the mountain. Sitting there, his students drew close, and so 
opening his mouth he began to teach them saying:  

Those who are lowly of spirit live in a state of blessedness, (for it is within them that the sovereignty of Heaven 
arrives) for out of their very being comes the Reign of the Heavens. 

All those sorrowing in grief are also blessed, for they are calling out for the comforting. 

And blessed are the gentle and kind for they are the true heirs of earth. 

Blessed are all those who are hungering and thirsty to be in right-relationship, for they shall be fed to overflowing. 

Those who live with compassion know blessedness, for they shall be embraced by mercy. 

All those who possess clarity of heart shall know this blessing—God will be revealed to them. 

Blessed are all who create peace, for they shall be called the offspring of God. 

And blessed are the ones, who for the sake of right-relatedness, are stalked and persecuted, for out of them shall 
come the kingdom of the heavens. 

You also know blessedness when, on my behalf, you are pursued, persecuted and falsely charged with evil.  

ACelebrate this with joy, because you will be richly rewarded in the heavens, for the prophets were treated like this 
before you. 

Choose one of the Beatitudes for this study. Use the “Living Paradox” found in this lesson, and begin to explore the 
meaning of this Beatitude of Yeshua through the laboratory of your own life. First, sit with it in meditation until you feel 
you have absorbed it into yourself. Next, follow the guidelines suggested in the lesson on praxis. Then, journal what you 
find in daily praxis, and share your discoveries with a group of fellow seekers. It would even be more interesting if 
several of you would take the same Beatitude of Yeshua and see how your experiences are the same or different.  

E The following paragraph expresses in the Sufi tradition something of the relationship between knowing the mysteries 
and being the mysteries, or entering the mysteries through our own being. Notice how “taste” is used here to describe 
this. What does this term mean to you? 

On the mystical path “knowing” and “being” are identical. We understand through our state of being, and the 
scope of our knowledge expands with the expansion of being, with the unveiling of the veils which have covered 
our being. The non-ceremonial “widening of the horizons” through dhawq (taste) is the true and only initiation on 
the path.  

-—Sara Sviri from The Taste of Hidden Things 

F You have come to the end of this series on Mystical Christianity, but not to the end of your explorations. As we have 
seen, you yourself are the laboratory of exploration—your own life and being. To the degree that you find the teachings 
and wisdom of Yeshua helpful or compelling, then you are his student, and the mystery of Yeshua as Inner Teacher is 
to be explored by you through personal experience. We end, but you begin, this continued learning as a student with 
these words: 

Yeshua, you promised to remain with us as teacher till the end of this age.  
Be here now, and as we walk with your guidance and assistance into the future. 

Teach us, we simply ask. Amen 


