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The mystical and the prophetic

Dimensions of Christian existence

Robert J. Egan

HE IDEA OF ‘THE MYSTICAL’ has had a stormy history in the modern
Tperiod. Although individual mystics, especially women, caused
dangerous anxieties in high-placed churchmen throughout the med-
iaeval period, few voices were raised in unequivocal opposition to
mysticism before the Reformation. Since then, however, a suspicion of
mysticism has become an established tradition in western culture: at
first, in important parts of Protestantism, seeing mysticism as
essentially alien to New Testament Christianity, and therefore as
‘Catholic’ or ‘Hellenistic’ or ‘Asiatic’; then also in secular, rationalist
thought, seeing mysticism as superstitious, irrational and delusional.
By the end of the seventeenth century, a form of Catholic nervousness
about mysticism joined these other currents, seeing mysticism as the
rare privilege of a chosen few but fraught with danger for all others. For
this reason, when I joined a Jesuit novitiate in 1967, the books on
mysticism were kept in a locked cabinet in the novice master’s office.

Since those days much has changed, both within the post-Vatican 11
Church and in western culture generally. In the years following the
sixties, a serious and widening interest appeared among many
Americans in various Buddhist traditions, in aspects of Hinduism, in
Sufism, Jewish mysticism, Native American spiritualities, shamanism
and various western esoteric traditions. Although less clearly a popular
movement, a serious interest in Christian spirituality and mysticism at
the same time developed in some American academic circles and at
certain important publishing houses. As a result, we now have
responsible access to our spiritual and mystical traditions in a way we
have never had before. At the same time, we have been aroused from
political complacency to face more bravely and intelligently our
responsibilities as citizens to build a more just, attentive and com-
passionate society. This, all too briefly, is the background to what
follows. I want to raise a question about ‘the mystical’ and ‘the
prophetic’ dimensions of the Christian faith and to reflect on the
relationship between them.
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A polarity of mystical and prophetic religions?

Just fifty years ago, Ray C. Petry of the Duke University Divinity
School gave the presidential address at the annual meeting of the
American Society of Church History in New York City. It was
entitled, Social responsibility and the late mediaeval mystics’.! At the
beginning of his address, Petry referred to ‘a predominant area of
ignorance within the Western World’, identifying it as ‘the growing
unawareness of the balance maintained in the Christian tradition
between contemplative worship of the Divine and active service of the
human’.? In this address, Petry had no difficulty pointing out that
several selected mystics of stature did, in fact, both exemplify and
encourage an active service of others. But this balance about which he
spoke seems always to be fading from awareness — and being
rediscovered only occasionally.

It does not help to insist that somehow these two domains of human
life constitute one and the same dimension of the faith. I want to make
my own the position which Paul Ricoeur takes in regard to an
analogous contrast between ‘manifestation and proclamation’. At the
very beginning of his essay on the subject he writes: “This essay will
deal with the study of a polarity or tension that I wish neither to see
disappear into a simple identity, nor to allow to harden into a sterile
antinomy, or still less an unmediated dichotomy’.> But what precisely is
this polarity? Is it just the temperamental differences between what
Jung called ‘introversion’ and ‘extroversion’? Or is it the tug of mostly
implicit ideologies tending towards ‘idealism’ or ‘materialism’? Some
cynics have claimed that the contrast is really due to the difference
between narcissistic personality disorders and various old-fashioned
neuroses. Some have even traced the contrast ultimately to the
difference between Asian and Semitic religious traditions, or arche-
typal feminine and masculine energies.

The terms of this debate will be familiar from other articles in this
Supplement. A sharp separation of the mystical from the prophetic has
been proposed by several scholars and was given a rhetorically
powerful and erudite expression in the influential study by Friedrich
Heiler called Prayer: a study in the history and psychology of religion,
first published in German in 1919 and in English in 1931.* The middle
chapters of this book are devoted to a detailed contrast between
mystical and prophetic reli gions.5 Heiler’s personal history had led him
from Catholicism to Lutheranism, and if there is any truth in the often
repeated claim that Protestantism is a religion of the ‘either/or’ and
Catholicism a religion of the ‘both/and’, these chapters are intensely,
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even extravagantly, Protestant. For the most part, Heiler characterizes
the mystical and the prophetic as opposites, and it would not in my
Jjudgment be unfair to read them as an apologia for his conversion.®

Yet in the final analysis, these chapters record not a careful effort of
historical description, but the intoxication of binary systems of
classification. For Heiler, mysticism is silent and contemplative,
dissolving and melting, while prophetic religion is passionate and
groaning. It is not surprising that eventually these antinomies come to
include life and death.”

The fundamental psychic experience in mysticism is the denial of the

impulse of life, a denial born of weariness of life . . . The fundamental

psychic experience in prophetic religion is an uncontrollable will to

live, a constant impulse to the assertion, strengthening and enhance-

ment of the feeling of life, a being overmastered by values and tasks
8

It seems hard to make this picture of mysticism fit Gregory of Nyssa,
Bernard of Clairvaux, Hildegard of Bingen, Richard of St Victor,
Bonaventure, Meister Eckhart, or even Teresa of Avila whom Heiler
takes to be a good example of this type — cool, passive and resigned.
When do counterexamples destabilize a theory? The fact is that some
Christian mystics also seem to behave like prophets — Francis of Assisi,
Ramén Lull, Catherine of Siena, Ignatius Loyola and William Blake
might be considered examples. And ‘weariness of life’ hardly seems
the right characterization for Jalal al-Din Rumi, Philip Neri, or the
Ba’al Shem-Tov. Even the Buddha, who might admittedly have smiled
silently at Heiler’s description of prophetic virtues, taught compassion
and worked hard until his final hours to teach the dharma to others who
looked to him for guidance.

This is not to deny, of course, that a distinction can be made between
an experience of enlightenment or of mystical union, and an experience
of being called by God and sent on a mission. A distinction can be made
between the mystic’s ecstatic testimony to the accessibility of divine
love and the prophet’s message of social crisis and summons to
repentance on behalf of an Other. Yet such distinctions are not
oppositions. The apostle Paul, for example, whom Heiler believes
stands in the company of Jeremiah, Jesus and Luther as the greatest
prophetic masters of prayer in human history, is seen by other scholars,
from Albert Schweitzer to Alan Segal, as a great representative of -
mystical religion.’
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There have been several efforts to see Jesus as both a prophet and a
mystic, and several efforts to understand the interweaving of these
categories in the phenomena we call eschatological and apocalypt1c
In much recent scholarship, the genre of ‘apocalyptic’ especially seems
to fuse these two categories.'' The prophetic and political dimension of
Jesus’ teaching and ministry has received considerably more scholarly
attention, especially in the last thirty years, and along with renewed
interest in apocalyptic and new understandings of eschatology, seems
now to be one of the most important achievements of New Testament
studies in the last half century.'? There has been considerably less
scholarly attention given to ‘religious experience’ in the Jesus
movement or early Christianity.'? Nevertheless, valuable contributions
have been made.'* Perhaps we are still being misled by our own
terminology in this inquiry. We certainly need to work through some of
the presuppositions brought to these considerations by the influence of
later polemics. This includes the way we understand early Christian
‘prophecy’, experiences of being “filled with the Holy Spirit’, the sense
we give to the term ‘charismatic’, and the vexing question of Christian
‘gnosticism’. :

What is clear is that certain kinds of recurrent and powerful religious
experiences impelled early Christians radically to alter the quality of
their interpersonal relationships, their responses to others in need, and
their responses to many customary attitudes and behaviours in their
cultural environments.

Spirituality and the mystical

Readers of this journal will appreciate how difficult definitions of
‘spirituality’ have become in recent years. The word derives, I believe,
from St Paul’s way of talking about human lives transformed by the
Holy Spirit, transformed from a realm of ‘flesh’ that seems to connote
- especially habit and diminished attention, a ‘conditioned’ state.
Histories of Christian spirituality often skip most of the first three
centuries and begin in a formal way with the rise of the desert solitaries.
There, a tradition is established that lasted, arguably, until the
eighteenth century in the West, or perhaps even until the middle of
the last century, and which probably lasts to this day in the Eastern
Orthodox churches. This tradition, at least, is easier to define. It is a
search for ‘the vision of God’ in this life through the achievement of
‘purity of heart’. This search advances in stages, and these stages of a
journey are also stages of a growth in holiness. Holiness in this sense,
we might say, is the subjective capacity for the unio mystica, for
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experiencing the presence of God, and even for deification, conscious
participation in the divine nature.

Is it possible, then, to distinguish in some way between ‘the presence
of God’ and ‘the subjective capacity’? It is of course misleading to
think of God as a discrete object of possible experience over against us.
Still, it is possible to distinguish, in what came to be called
‘spirituality’, an intentional transformation of human subjectivity,
about which we might hope to say something intelligible, from the
divine-making-its-presence-felt as such, which must always remain
essentially mysterious. The former was sometimes called ‘the pursuit
of perfectlon — a pursuit which has parallels in other religious
traditions. '’

The contemporary discussion of spirituality often seems shy of the
ideas of ‘subjectivity’, ‘the interior life’ and ‘interiority’, as though
these ideas were too limited, too narrow, or too private, to serve the
robust purposes of an adequate definition. But this is due to a
misunderstanding of these words — for there is, fundamentally, nothing
limited or narrow or private about them. The transformation of
subjectivity affects everything we experience, because it changes the
condition of our hearts. The spiritual life is not primarily about a whole
new set of objects for our concern, but about the depth, the clarity and
the quality of our concern. It is not about painting beautiful pictures of
God and the saints on the inside of the bag around our heads: it is about
getting the bag off our heads. A sp1r1tual practice changes not the
objects of our vision, but our eyes.'® This is why, in looking for
analogies, falling in love and being intoxicated have so often come to
mind."”

In this process of changing subjectivity, although of course it is a
process that goes on for as long as we live (and maybe forever, as
Gregory of Nyssa thought), there is a ‘split’ or ‘dichotomy’ that cannot
be transcended. It is the state of the soul before and after a metanoia, a
metamorphosis, the contrast between an old self and a new. And
between these two, there is an experience of passage, death and rebirth,
the crossing of a crucial threshold.'®

But what dies and what is born? Concerning this question, Sebastian
Moore has written, ‘it is hardly to be doubted that the answer has to be
on the lines of a distinction between the ego and the self’.!” Spirituality,
then, has something to do with the discovery that our initial sense of
self is only provisional, not something to consolidate and cling to
indefinitely. The importance of this discovery can hardly be exagger-
ated. Jacob Needleman says somewhere that it is like an egg: when it
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begins to crack and roll around, it isn’t helpful to rush in and tape it
back together, or even to paint it bright colors. The point is to let the
chick come out. What prevents such a birth is often referred to, all too
simplistically, as ‘sin’. .

Something awful happens to all of us in childhood. This version of
ourselves we’re calling ‘ego’ seems to form on the basis of some real or
perceived deficiency of being loved, being cared for, being attended to,
such that our subsequent efforts to survive in the world are all to some
degree compensatory, and our self-esteem is built as a result upon a
certain deadness, a scar, in our hearts. It is this, I think, that William
James refers to when he speaks of ‘an uneasiness’ at the roots of
consciousness, ‘a sense that there is something wrong about us as we
naturally stand’. And the solution, James says, ‘is a sense that we are
saved from the wrongness by making proper connection with the higher
powers’.20 It is only in and through the experience of salvation, only
once we have come to our senses, that we realize that we really were
confined and ‘in captivity’.

Social justice and the prophetic

How do we mend this perceived alienation from ‘higher powers’? In
his book of Conferences, John Cassian tells a story about the abbot
Moses, a desert elder renowned for his sanctity, who discussed with him
and his friend Germanus the art of being a monk. Like every art or
profession, the monk’s life must have a unifying goal, to which all the
monk’s labours may joyfully be given. This goal, for the monk, is
‘union with God’ and the means to achieve this goal is ‘purity of heart’.
Cassian and Germanus understand this teaching and agree with it
completely. The obvious conclusion is that they should follow
wholeheartedly anything that can bring them to this goal and avoid
anything that pulls them away. But then they wonder about the status
and value of ‘the works of mercy, justice, piety and humanity’. They
understand that these are praised by the gospels as essential for

discipleship. But if purity of heart and the vision of God are the true
goals of the exemplary Christian life, how are these other works related
to them?

Abbot Moses makes a careful and precise reply in which he reflects
on the actual circumstances in which Christians live and points to some
of the forces at work in these circumstances. He begins, we might say,
by doing ‘social analysis’. He says:
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As for those works of piety and charity of which you speak, these are
necessary in the present life for as long as inequality prevails. Their
workings here would not be required were it not for the superabundant
numbers of the poor, the needy and the sick. These are there because of
the iniquity of those who have held for their own private use what the -
common Creator had made available to all. As long as this iniquity
rages in the world, these good works will be necessary and valuable to
anyone practicing them and they shall yield the reward of an
everlasting inheritance to those of good heart and concerned will.?!

Achieving purity of heart in this world entails acknowledging that
things are not as they should be around us. Only for as long as the
number of the poor, needy and sick is ‘superabundant’, only for as long
as ‘this iniquity rages’, are these works of mercy and justice religiously
essential. They will cease in the time to come, Moses says, ‘when
equality shall reign’. But inequality is part of the historical situation in
which we find ourselves. This affects, in a fundamental way, our
understanding of that road our hearts must follow unswervingly.

Here is an example of what Edward Schillebeeckx calls ‘a contrast
experience’.”” Our love of life and of other people are, in such a
circumstance, thrown into a crisis, requiring us to break from the
routine of everydayness and from the established social order, and to
search instead for a way that leads from here to justice. Nothing really
honest or hopeful can be said or done unless there is first an
interruption, which shatters the numbness of familiarity and discloses
the contingent character of how things stand, bringing with it the
realization that everything could be otherwise.

What allows us to see is fullness of life. Sin is viewed as part of a way
of life — not an exciting way of life, but one that is essentially
deadening. The formation called ‘the ego’ is not in itself evil, yet it is
the source from which all moral evil is loosed upon the world. The ego
can adjust to almost anything; it gets used to whatever is happening.
But this predicament of ego is never merely an individual’s problem,
since the ego interacts with other egos in a world. It casts its story about
itself like a net, and it catches whomever it can. Other egos do the same
and together they constitute a kind of network, a specific kind of
intersubjectivity, that takes for granted a deficiency of love and
attention and instead lives on competition for compensatory ideals.
Every kind of subjectivity is a kind of intersubjectivity. The New
Testament word for this negative network is ‘this world’ — the habits
and customs of human habitation, the concrete form of human sociality,
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as we find it historically. The ‘world’ is how we are together in our
villages and cities, the ‘structures’ built up from our practices, the roles
we play, and the statuses we occupy.

But just as human beings, despite a propensity to sin, are created
good, so too a form of human dwelling-together can be imagined that is
wholesome, loving and peaceful — even if the forms of dwelling-
together as we actually find them are shot through with anxiety, greed
and vanity. Nevertheless, as the ego is to the total self, so the world is to
something else, something imaginable, something that can become the
object of our hearts’ longing — a ‘new situation’ that is different from
the old. In the language of Jesus, it is called ‘the reign (basileia) of
God’. This is not something that Jesus is ‘predicting’ will happen. His
announcing of its possibility is, effectively, a making-present of its
imminence.? It actually comes to exist as something we can set our
hearts on through his imagination and his speech. It is not something we
can make happen, of course, but neither is it something God can do
alone. Our task is to learn how to imagine it. That is, I think, the
purpose of much of Jesus’ teaching. As we imagine it, we can set our
hearts on it, educate our desires in its direction, and let our desires
reshape our practices and goals.

Awakening the heart

Since we are inherently social beings, we cannot help but contribute
to one ‘network’ or the other, this world or the kingdom of God. To a
considerable extent, this decision is a matter of ‘motivation’. Different
motives lead to different actions, different actions to different out-
comes. Motives, we could say, are conditions of desire, perhaps even
interpretations of desire. It is not so much the desire that constitutes the
problem in this reading, as it is the woundedness of our desire. Our
desire for a wholeness and balance beyond what seems possible for us
thus always has both a subjective and objective or social pole. If we
think of the scene between David and Nathan after David’s marriage to
Bathsheba, Uriah’s wife, of the story of the poor man’s lamb in which
Nathan catches the conscience of the king, and of David’s grief and
remorse (2 Samuel 12: 1-25), as a model of personal repentance, then
by extending the model, we can imagine a prophet’s word awakening
the heart of a whole people, cutting through a cover story, showing
them the truth about themselves. This is what I mean by ‘the
prophetic’.>* Through the prophet’s speech there is an epiphany, a
disclosure of truth, about suffering human beings seen with a heart of
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flesh rather than a heart of stone, seen first by the broken and awakened
heart of the prophet. :

We are fully alive, the prophet tells us, only when our hearts are
responsive to the other who is excluded or in pain, sick, oppressed, or
overburdened. From the airless place of ego, we may feel we cannot
bear to feel the pain, but in ‘a total self’ in which we have a ‘place in
God’s world’, we spontaneously feel compassion as an integral part of
the abundance of life. I don’t believe there is an answer to the question:
why should we love another? It’s just that the experience of abundant
life overwhelms our anxious self-isolation. It entails an experience of
sympathetic identification and unbroken solidarity with others. ‘A
monk is a man’, says Evagrius Ponticus, ‘who considers himself one
with azlgl men because he seems constantly to see himself in every
man.’

Spirit, consciousness and culture

One key to understanding the two dimensions, ‘the mystical’ and
‘the prophetic’, seems to lie in the distinction between subjectivity and
social objectivity. If we were to emphasize the task of changing or
transforming both, we would connect them by way of a process which
in our own tradition is associated with the Holy Spirit.?® The Spirit
raises us above false dichotomies — but still works to achieve a deep and
lasting change dialectically: both the inner and the outer must be
changed in the same process.

The years following Vatican II have allowed us to see the breakdown
of this dialectic within our own Church, for at the Council we tried to
turn around without acknowledging that we had been going in the
wrong direction. We tried to repent but without any compunction. So
the social structures of church life itself remained the same and in less
than twenty years the ‘new consciousness’ was being marginalized and
replaced. But these years also allowed us to see the search for a better
understanding of this needed dialectic played out in the search for new
theological foundations in Catholicism.

Both Rahner and Lonergan made foundational for their theologies
the transformation of the Christian subject.”’” For Rahner it was the
personal appropriation of the forgiving love and self-gift of the mystery
of God, what we usually call ‘sanctifying grace’. For Lonergan it was
the experience of ‘conversion’ and its appropriation in different zones
of personal life: in mind, heart, will and the whole embodied person.
Then first Johann Baptist Metz, then others, questioned these theo-
logical projects, pointing out that they were centred on the individual
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and were usually explicitly concerned primarily with the private
sphere.28 This Christian subject always belongs to a social class,
practises a particular faith, possesses both a gender identity and a
sexual orientation. In addition, the individual can only be understood in
terms of personal relationships, memberships in diverse communities,
particular social locations and ongoing social conflicts, and has to be
grasped not only as a centre of reflection and thought, but also, and
perhaps primarily, as an agent. In political and liberation theologies,
then, the ‘foundational’ reality is praxis, a thought-filled, deliberate,
collaborative kind of action in the service of the structural transforma-
tion of society.

If we could affirm Rahner’s emphasis on the mystical and Metz’s
emphasis on the prophetic, political and apocalyptic, refusing to treat
them as forced options, but insisting on the creation of space for both of
them in our hearts, in our Church, in our practice of theology, then we
would take an important step forward in the still unfinished
aggiornamento of Catholicism.

My proposal differs from Rahner’s and from Metz’s only by way of
its explicit commitment to pluralism. In principle, the categories of the
mystical and the prophetic can be specified in a variety of ways. The
whole history of the Church — and, more broadly, of mystical and
prophetic experience — may be heard as testimony to these general
dimensions of faith. Not everyone will feel called to exactly the same
spirituality or exactly the same politics. The theology of Metz, for
example, is sometimes criticized for its lack of specific social or
political proposals, but perhaps specific proposals should ordinarily
come from teams of ethicists and social scientists working with local
faith communities. Through prayerful reflection and discernment,
different individuals will discover and choose different vocations and
missions. What seems essential to me is that theological foundations
must be articulated in regard to both a mystical and a prophetic or
political dimension. Neither can be elided.

This dialectical theology, to deserve the name of ‘Christian’, must
serve a ‘messianic’, a redemptive purpose. If this theology is to be, in
the first place, authentically practical, rather than (in Metz’s sense)
‘idealist’, then it must take up the theme of human action in history as
both the matrix of its arising and the goal of its intent, an action that like
all action must be guided by an interest, and in this case by a hungering
and thirsting for justice for ail human beings. Only a heart unbound, an
imagination set free from captivity by God’s outpouring of Spirit, can
sustain such a hunger and such a thirst. A theology that is both mystical
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and prophetic would be capable of thinking the full truth of a
redemptive mission in history. To be the subjects and authors and
practitioners of such a theology, we would have to be entirely in the
world, but utterly not of ir. We would have to withdraw our hearts from
many of their typical investments and learn how to set them on
something else entirely, that alternative situation Jesus called God’s
basileia, which is always ‘very near’ and yet awaiting an inward
welcome. We need to let Jesus teach us the deeper meaning of our own
desire and to let the Holy Spirit bring us to desire this deeper meaning.

The search for new foundations

In order to move decisively beyond mere verbalism in theology, we
need not so much a new theory, method, or system, as a new practice of
Christianity. We need a theology that helps us live and share the faith
more fully. A theology that understands the transformation of the self
and of society to be foundational will go a long way to overcome the
alienation of theology from life. I understand the turn toward
spirituality and praxis in so much of our contemporary theology as
part of a many-sided effort to reorientate theology towards the
intelligent, thoughtful and wholehearted practice of our faith.

Recently John O’Malley has warned us that something strange has-
happened to our understanding of what is at stake in being Christian:

The new Catechism of the Catholic Church is a stunning monument to
the conviction that what is really important is to get the right ideas into
people’s heads — a whole book full of them. I call this phenomenon the
‘doctrinalization’ of Christianity. It’s an #gly word, but I think it gets
across the point that somehow or other everything seems to come down
to ideas or systems of ideas.’

We are now trying to transcend this profoundly distorting doctrinaliza-
tion of Christianity. We are trying to experience the gospel again as a
gift and a task, a gift of astonishment and love, a task of kind and
redemptive service. Both a mystical and a prophetic dimension are
essential to Catholic Christianity understood primarily in this practical
way. We are searching for a political spirituality and for a spiritual
politics, but also for a theology that tells what is essential by reflecting
on the constitutive dimensions of Catholicism as a lived religion.*°
Both a mystical and a prophetic dimension are essential to Catholic
Christianity. They are both places in life where the Spirit is at work.
They both have compelling witnesses in our tradition and they both
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have roots in the New Testament. They have both helped to shape a
contemporary hermeneutic practice that makes this tradition and the
biblical testimony available to us in a fully responsible and contem-
porary way.

What we are trying to envision for the future is what David Tracy has
called ‘a fully mystico-prophetic contemporary Christian theology
where the mystically transformed self, reflecting on the profound
implications of the one God as essentially Triune, returns to the world
freed for life in all its earthiness and all its search for justice and love’.3!
In a similar way, Gustavo Gutiérrez has written: ‘“Without prophecy the
language of contemplation runs the risk of detachment from history in
which God is acting . . . Without the mystical dimension, the language
of prophecy can narrow its vision and weaken its perception of that
which makes all things new’.*? In the space between calling and
mission, between gift and task, we may learn a new language of faith, ‘a
mystical Janguage about God that recognizes the presence and fullness
of God’s gratuitous love ... a prophetic language about God the
liberator who rebels against the unjust death of the poor.”**

What new thing will be needed for us to move in this direction? The
key to understanding the mysticism we need lies in its acceptance of the
body, its full consent to embodied human life and so to the equal dignity
of both the feminine and the masculine experience of being, a
mysticism that acknowledges mortality but does not break our bonds
with other human beings, a mysticism that does not despair of earthly
circumstances or their future. This would be, then, perhaps for the first
time, a truly incarnational mysticism, a way to God that finds God in all
things, and that discloses to us the truth about our being-with-each-
other: that we belong to one other in Christ, that we are more than
metaphorically members of one body, that we are in this together for
once and for all.

Robert J Egan SJ, an Associate Editor of The Way, teaches theology and
spirituality at Gonzaga University in Spokane, Washington. He has also
published articles and reviews in Commonweal, Church, and Compass.
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