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CHRISTIAN MYSTICS
Medieval Christian mystics either were canonized or terrorized, and sometimes both during their 
lifetimes, but we have love poems to God left to us by Francis of Assisi, Meister Eckhart,  
Thomas Aquinas, Catherine of Siena, Teresa of Avila, and John of the Cross. Listen to why the 
church struggled over what to do with mystics experiencing God directly in its midst.

Francis of Assisi 
“I traveled to Rome to meet the Pope and as I was returning a bird took flight. And a flower in a 
field whistled at me as I passed. I drank from a stream of clear water.  And at night the sky untied 
her hair and I fell asleep clutching a tress of God’s. When I returned from Rome, all said, Tell us 
the great news, and with great excitement I did: A flower in a field whistled, and at night the sky 
untied her hair and I fell asleep clutching a sacred tress of God’s hair.” 

Teresa of Avila
“I had tea yesterday with a great theologian, and he asked me, What is your experience of God’s 
will?  I liked that question – for the distillation of thought hones thought in others. Clarity, I 
know, is freedom.  What is my experience of God’s will?  Everyone is a traveler.  Most all need 
lodging, food and clothes.  I let enter my mouth what will enrich me.  I wear what will make my 
eye content, I sleep where I will wake with the strength to deeply love all my mind can hold.  
What is God’s will for a wing? Every bird knows that.

John of the Cross
“God holds the earth as if it was his lover and speaks with the most tender feelings to all in 
existence as He spoke to me, Look, my child, I have made a bride for you, but she is shy; so how 
are you to consummate this relationship?  I want all souls to consummate with me, so I devised a 
plan: As each soul nears heaven differences will dissolve to such sublime extent that when the 
heart looks upon the object in this world it will cry ‘Beloved!’ and passionately run into an 
embrace with me. That blessed grace I now know. I see my Beloved everywhere.  

Francis of Assisi
“God came to my house and asked for charity.  I fell to my knees and cried, Beloved, what may I 
give? Just love, he said, Just love.”

Teresa of Avila
“How did those Christian priests ever get so serious and preach all that gloom? I don’t think God 
has tickled them yet. Beloved --  hurry!”
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John of the Cross
“What is Grace?  I asked God. And He said, All that happens.  Then he added, when I looked 
perplexed, Could not lovers say that every moment in their Beloved’s arms was grace?  All 
existence is in my arms, though I well understand how one can turn away from me until the heart 
has wisdom.”    

ISLAMIC MYSTICS
Islamic mystics called Sufis live their lives scandalously outside of orthodox Islam.  Our Islamic 
love poems to God this morning are from 3 Sufis: Rabia of Basra, a famous female Sufi, and my 
favorites Jalaludin Rumi and Shams-ud-din Muhammad Hafiz. 

Rabia 
“The sky gave me its heart because it knew mine was not large enough to care for the earth the 
way it did. Why is it we think of God so much?  Why is there so much talk of love?  When an 
animal is wounded no one has to tell it, You need to heal; so naturally it will nurse itself the best 
it can.  My eyes kept telling me, Something is missing from all I see. So I went in search of the 
cure.  The cure for me was God’s beauty, the remedy – for me was to love.”

Rumi
“With passion pray; with passion work; with passion make love.  With passion eat and drink and 
dance and play.  Why look like a dead fish in this ocean of God?”

Hafiz
“If God invited you to a party and said, Everyone in the ballroom tonight will be my special 
guest, how would you then treat them when they arrived?  Indeed, indeed!  And Hafiz knows that 
there is no one in this world who is not standing upon God’s bejeweled dance floor.”

Rabia
“In my soul there is a temple, a shrine, a mosque, a church where I kneel.  Prayer should bring us 
to an altar where no walls or names exist.  Is there not a region of love where the sovereignty is 
illumined nothing, where ecstasy gets poured into itself and becomes lost, where the wing is 
fully alive but has no mind or body?  In my soul there is a temple, a shrine, a mosque, a church 
that dissolve, that dissolve in God.”

Rumi
“Here is a relationship booster that is guaranteed to work:  Every time your spouse or child says 
something stupid make your eyes light up as if you just heard something brilliant.”

Hafiz
“Does God only pucker at certain moments of one’s life?  No way!  He is the wildest of lovers.”
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CHRISTIAN MYSTICS
Orthodox Christianity often pictures God as a guy in the sky -- Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel, 
for example -- but mystics speak of nature, divine mystery, and being completely engulfed in 
God.    

Meister Eckhart
“When I was the stream, when I was the forest, when I was still the field, when I was every hoof, 
foot, fin and wing, when I was the sky itself, no one ever asked me did I have a purpose, no one 
wondered was there anything I might need, for there was nothing I could not love.  It was when I 
left all we once were that the agony began, the fear and questions came, and I wept, I wept.  And 
tears I had never known before.  So I returned to the river, I returned to the mountains.  I asked 
for their hand in marriage again, I begged – I begged to wed every object and creature, and when 
they accepted, God was ever present in my arms.  And he did not say, Where have you been? For 
then I knew my soul – every soul – has always held God.”    

Thomas Aquinas
“The limbs of a tree reached down and lifted me, thinking I was its child.  And in the meadows 
my spirit becomes so quiet that if I put my cheek against the earth’s body I feel the pulse of God.  
Tell me the way you do that, birds – entering the private chambers of the divine mystery?  They 
all sang, they just sang. I gathered it was time to become a musician, and I did.  Years passed, 
and the sky reached down one day and lifted me; the birds noticed and spoke, How do you enter 
the Sun like that and know the pulse of God?”

Catherine of Siena
“We work so hard to fly and no matter what heights we reach our wings get folded near a candle, 
at the end, for nothing can enter Divine Mystery but Divine Mystery. Our souls are some 
glorious substance of the divine that no sentry wants to stop. Live without thoughts of dying, for 
dying is not a truth. We have swayed on the sky’s limb together, many years there the same 
leaves grow. But then they get that look in their eyes and bid farewell to what they disdained or 
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cherished. This life God gave the shell, the daily struggles we know, sit quiet for a minute, dear, 
feel the wind, let divine light touch you.  Live without thought of dying, for dying is not a truth.”

Meister Eckhart
“I could not bear to touch God with my own hand when he came within my reach, but he wanted 
me to hold him.  How God solved my blessed agony, who can understand?  He turned my body 
into his.”

Thomas Aquinas
“The experience of something out of nothing – is that not how one might describe magic?  A hat 
held upside down may appear empty, though at God’s command all life that any planet has ever 
known could dance around the hat’s rim, holding hands.  The root that needs no ground is He, 
and from that root all has come.  Creation is God’s litter, and all are nursed; some grow plumper 
than others, indeed.  Eternally amazed is the soul before God, watching him expand.  Witnessing 
God reveal Himself to Himself – that divine intimacy I know.”

HINDU MYSTICS
Less well known in the West are the great Hindu mystics, partly because they have a tradition of 
passing their wisdom on orally and partly due to fewer good translations.  But let’s listen to the 
three Hindu mystics known as Kabir, Mira, and Tukaram.

Kabir
“If I told you the truth about God, you might think I was an idiot.  If I lied to you about God you 
might parade me through the streets shouting, This guy is a genius! This world has its pants on 
backwards. Most carry their values and knowledge in a jug that has a big hole in it. Thus having 
a clear grasp of the situation, if I am asked anything these days, I just laugh!”

Mira
“Dear God, you should act more responsibly with all that gorgeousness you possess.  You have 
made all my friends nuts and basically unfit to do much else but dream of you – and plot drawing 
you near again.  The soup kitchens are complaining about our wisdom of getting drunk all day on 
the gossip we share about you.”

Tukaram
“I could not lie anymore so I started to call my dog God. First he looked confused, then he 
started smiling, then he even danced.  I kept at it: now he doesn’t even bite.  I am wondering if 
this might work on people?”
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Kabir  
“I sat one day with a priest who expounded on the doctrine of hell.  I listened to him for hours, 
then he asked me what I thought of all he said. And I replied, That doctrine seems an inhumane 
cage; no wonder the smart dogs ran off.”

Mira
“A woman and her young daughter were destitute and traveling to another country where they 
hoped to find a new life. Three men stole them while they were camping. They were brought to a 
city and sold as slaves; each to a different owner.  They were given one minute more together, 
before their fates became unknown.  My soul clings to God like that, the way they held each 
other.”

Tukaram
“God has never really spoken, though a thought once crossed His mind.  It is the echo of divine 
silence we hear the birds sing, and that is the source of all we see and touch.”

Sermon: Love Poems from God
Mystics follow experiences of joy that lead them to God.  How many of us, while children, 
discovered or suspected, that in some fundamental way we were different than everyone else? I 
initially felt like a freak. Around the age of nine I discovered that direct experiences of divine 
mystery, which sometimes took the form of out-of-body experiences, and other times just an 
overwhelming sense of the beauty and awe of all things, were not to be talked about, and often 
were not experienced by other people.

As a rational liberal Baptist minister, my father couldn’t accept such experiences as coming from 
God.  My six brothers didn’t understand. So my spiritual life went deeply underground for 
almost a decade. In college I discovered the Sufis had been writing about such experiences for 
centuries. I knew why I couldn’t maintain a joyful relationship with the divine; I didn’t even 
know God’s proper name, much less how to be in relationship.

Rabia asks: “Would you come if someone called you by the wrong name? I wept because for 
years God did not enter my arms; then one night I was told a secret: Perhaps the name you call 
God is not really His, maybe it is just an alias.  I thought about this, and came up with a pet name 
for my Beloved I never mention to others. All I can say is, it works.” 

Rabia of Basra lived in the eighth century, when Islam was still young, and is without a doubt the 
most popular and influential female Islamic saint.  The sensuousness of her relationship to the 
divine is awe inspiring.  She wrote: “There is a dog I sometimes take for a walk and turn loose in 
a field; when I can’t give her that freedom I feel in debt.  I hope God thinks like that and is 
keeping track of all the bliss God owes me.” This, and all the poems we are using today, are 
rendered in modern English by translator Daniel Ladinsky. Feel the intimacy expressed by 
mystics, not unlike as Jesus expressed in calling God “Daddy.” 
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Jalaludin Rumi lived 500 years after Rabia, but said she was his favorite poet.  When he was 
eight years old Rumi’s family fled their home to escape Genghis Khan’s invasion. Rumi wrote 
more sacred poetry, over 70,000 verses, all of which I have now read, than any other known 
mystic. He preached absolute human freedom and the joy of surrender to God. He assures: “It’s 
rigged – everything, in your favor. So there is nothing to worry about.  Is there some position you 
want, some office, some acclaim, some award, some con, some lover, maybe two, maybe three, 
maybe four – all at once, maybe a relationship with God?  I know there is a gold mine in you, 
when you find it the wonderment of the earth’s gifts you will lay aside as naturally as does a 
child a doll.  But, dear, how sweet you look kissing the unreal; comfort, fulfill yourself in any 
way possible – do that until you ache, until you ache, then come to me again.”    

The earliest Christian saint from whom we have such poems is Francis Bernardone, known to the 
world as Francis of Assisi. Francis, a peculiar child, experienced visions.  As a young man he 
fought in the Crusades, may have met Rumi’s teacher Shams in Damascus, and returned from the 
Crusades on fire with love for God. Love in its essence is spiritual fire! To keep Francis at home, 
his father stole all his clothes, so St. Francis traveled the countryside naked.  He wrote: “I think 
God might be a little prejudiced.  For once God asked me to join Him on a walk through the 
world, and we gazed into every heart on this earth, and I noticed God lingered a bit longer before 
any face that was weeping, and before any eyes that were laughing.  And sometimes when we 
passed a soul in worship God too would kneel down. I have come to learn: God loves His 
creation.” Francis was in love with God, with Life, and with Nature. He wrote: “Such love does 
the sky now pour, that whenever I stand in a field, I have to wring out the light when I get 
home.” 

Thomas Aquinas is Roman Catholicism’s greatest theologian, yet he reports conversations in 
mystical visions with Jesus and God. He wrote: “I said to God, ‘Let me love you.’  And He 
replied, ‘Which part?’  ‘All of you, all of you.’ I said. ‘Dear Thomas,’ God spoke, ‘you are as a 
mouse wanting to impregnate a tiger who is not even in heat.  It is a feat way beyond your 
courage and strength.  You would run from me if I removed my mask.’  I said to God again, 
‘Beloved I need to love you – every aspect, every pore.’  And this time God said, ‘There is a 
hidden blemish on my body, though it is an infinitesimal part of my Being – could you kiss that 
if it were revealed?’  ‘I will try, Lord, I will try.’  Then God said, ‘That blemish is all the hatred 
and cruelty in this world.” Near the end of his life Thomas had such an intense experience of the 
divine that he could no longer describe it.

Meister Eckhart is the earliest northern European Christian mystic for whom we still have 
poems, and his works helped evolve the German language beyond merely a language of 
commerce.  He wrote: “Commerce is supported by keeping the individual at odds with himself 
and others, by making us want more than we need, and by offering credit to buy what refined 
senses do not want.  The masses become shackled; I see how their eyes weep and are desperate – 
of course they feel desperate – for something, for some remedy that a poor soul then feels needs 
to be bought.  I find nothing more offensive than a god who could condemn human instincts in 
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us that time in all its wonder have made perfect.  I find nothing more destructive to the well-
being of life than to support a god that makes you feel unworthy and in debt to it.  I imagine 
erecting churches to such a strange god will assure endless wars that commerce loves.  A god that  
could frighten is not a god – but an insidious idol and weapon in the hands of the insane.  A god 
who talks of sin is worshipped by the infirm;  I was once spiritually ill – we all pass through that 
– but one day the intelligence of my soul cured me.” 

This from a German Catholic monk, 200 years before Luther and the Reformation of church, and 
500 years before Karl Marx and reformation of economics.  Late in his life he wrote:  “It is a lie 
– any talk of God that does not comfort you.” Oh, if only the orthodox had listened to him.

Shams-ud-din Muhammad Hafiz is Persia’s greatest poet, beloved by Emerson, Goethe, and 
Nietzsche, and his poems are still found in virtually every home in Iran. As a child he too 
escaped Mongolian invasions, and he grew up memorizing Rumi.  At age 21 he undertook a 40-
day fasting vigil at Sham’s tomb, and thereafter the archangel Gabriel became his spiritual guide 
and companion.
 
Following Hafiz I experimented with solo fasting vigils in my early 20’s, then found a group of 
UU men who would companion me on four day vision quests in my 40’s, and so one of the high 
points of my sabbatical last year was an all-night fasting vigil at Sham’s tomb in Konya, Turkey.  
In visions I have talked with Jesus, God, and even my dead father. I have experienced 
transformative awe, a dark night of the soul, and incredible lightness of being. These states of 
being were available 600 years ago and remain available to mystics today.  As Hafiz described it, 
“God and I have become like two giant fat people living in a tiny boat.  We keep bumping into 
each other and laughing.” 

God reveals God’s self to anyone willing and able to enter into relationship.  At its essence, love 
is spiritual fire. Hafiz wrote: “Troubled?  Stay with me, for I am not. Lonely?  A thousand naked 
amorous ones dwell beneath my eyelids. Riches? Here’s a pick, my whole body is an emerald 
that begs, ‘Take me.’  Write all that worries you on a piece of parchment; offer it to God. Even 
from a distance of a millennium I can lean the flame in my heart into your life and turn all that 
frightens you into holy incense ash.”  

Catherine of Sienna was a contemporary of Hafiz living in Siena, Italy, who survived the Black 
Plague as a child, and at the age of six experienced Jesus’ transfiguration in which Jesus smiled 
at her.  She said, “Strange, that so much suffering is caused by the misunderstanding of God’s 
true nature.”  She was transformed by this experience and devoted her life to finding God 
through solitude, fasting, and prayer.  She spent her days in active service to the infirm and 
destitute while maintaining a deep interior spiritual life. She wrote: “Vulnerable we are, like an 
infant. We need each other’s care or we will suffer.” And also, “All has been consecrated. The 
creatures in the forest know this, the earth does, the seas do, the clouds know as does the heart 
full of love. Strange a priest would rob us of this knowledge and then empower himself with the 
ability to make holy what already was.” Catherine experienced God’s love.
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Kabir was a late 15th century Hindu mystic who drew from Hindu, Muslim and Christian sources 
to create metaphysical poems. He wrote: “I had to seek the Physician because of the pain this 
world caused me. I could not believe what happened when I got there – I found my Teacher.  
Before I left, he said, ‘Up for a little homework, yet?’ ‘Okay,’ I replied. ‘Well then, try thanking 
all the people who have caused you pain. They helped you come to me.” He had little patience 
with orthodox religion. Kabir wrote: “I was invited to an important conference where many 
learned men from different countries were all going to address the topic: Where is God? I was 
wearing my best clothes and had even fasted for a week, hoping to help sharpen my mind.  Just 
before I left, I felt powerfully drawn to a little shrine in my bedroom, and I went there and knelt 
to pray. I could not believe what happened: the wild Hindu Goddess Kali threw her arms around 
me and started tearing at my clothes, throwing delicious food in my mouth, purposefully 
missing, thus soiling my pundit attire; then she made me perform many times as if I were her 
husband; then she said, ‘Now Kabir, don’t be late for that big talk, and don’t change your clothes 
– I like that love stained look.  I arrived just as it was my turn to stand before this august crowd, 
and apologized for my appearance. ‘So where is God?’ the head of the conference asked me.  
‘Well, well,’ I stammered, ‘if you really want to know the truth – if you hurry – you might catch 
Her legs still spread back at my place.” 

The poet-saint Mira grew up in the Indian city of Jodhpur, and learned Kabir’s poems as a child.  
Her poems today are sung by Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs alike.  As a child her mother married 
her to the God Krishna. Like many Hindu poets, she expresses an intimate earthy relationship to 
divine mystery.  Mira wrote: ‘Girls, think twice before inviting God near.  His charms will turn 
you into a slave – are you ready for such wonderful bondage?  What if your human lover is just 
about ready to insert a pulsating mass into your forest and rain there; what if just as he enters – 
you hear God’s flute calling, could you run outside in a second, naked, and ready for the world to 
make fun of you; for we can really see God.  Everyone may think we are worshipping a mirage.  
And what if God asked you to give all your gold bangles and fine cloths to the next beggar you 
see?  Giving God our being to shape is one thing, that can excite us, but when our jewelry and 
silk are at risk, surely it is time to ask, is all this God stuff real?”  I saved the intimate earthy 
poetry for after the kids went to class, but many still find this God more relevant.

So let me end with Tukaram, a 17th century Hindu mystic who describes his awakening to the 
divine mystery in over 8,000 short poems. Tukaram wrote in a vernacular, which loosely 
translated goes, “Did God really call that famous person a goofball?  If God did, no need to 
worry about God anymore – God is doing just fine, and we are all a lot better off than I earlier 
suspected.” This description of communing with his cat: “I was meditating with my cat the other 
day and all of a sudden she shouted, ‘What Happened?’  I knew exactly what she meant, but 
encouraged her to say more – feeling if she got it all out on the table she would sleep better at 
night. I responded, ‘Tell me more dear,’ and she soulfully meowed, ‘Well, I was mingling with 
the sky.  I was comets whizzing here and there.  I was suns in heat, hell – I was galaxies.  But 
now look – I am landlocked in fur.’  To this I said, ‘I know exactly what you mean.’  What to say 
about conversations between mystics?” 
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The reality of our nature is far more interesting than orthodox religion can describe. We are an 
outpouring of the universe, participants in divine mystery, the answer to our ancestors’ prayers, 
the wisdom of ages, and we are the spirit of God. Direct experiences of divine mystery can 
inspire and transform us in ways that exceed our ability to comprehend them. For this 
transformation is always worth the journey if we truly open our hearts. Love in its very essence 
is spiritual fire.  I love you all dearly, blessed be and amen.       

Closing Words: 
What do these mystics tell about the nature of God?  I’ll let them answer:

Rabia
“Since no one really knows anything about God, those who think they do are just 
troublemakers.”

Francis of Assisi
“God’s admiration for us is infinitely greater than anything we can conjure up for Him.”

Teresa of Avila
“I will just say this:  We bloomed in Spring.  Our bodies are the leaves of God.  The apparent 
seasons of life and death our eyes can suffer; but our souls, dear, I will just say this forthright: 
they are God Himself, we will never perish unless He does. “

Rumi
“A good gauge of spiritual health is to write down the three things you most want.  If they differ 
at all, you are in trouble.”
 
John of the Cross
“I did not have to ask my heart what it wanted, because of all the desires I have ever known just 
one did I cling to for it was the essence of all desire: to hold beauty in my soul’s arms.”

Hafiz
“I am a hole in a flute through which God’s breath moves – listen to this music.”

Mira
“God has a special interest in women for they can lift this world to their breast and help God 
comfort it.”

Kabir
“I felt the need of a great pilgrimage so I sat still for three days and God came to me.”
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Meister Eckhart
“God told me a joke.  And seeing him laugh has done more for me than any scripture I will ever 
read.”

Catherine of Siena
“If you cried in heaven, everyone would laugh, for they would know you were just kidding.”

Thomas Aquinas
“One may never have heard of Christ but be closer to God than a priest or nun.”

Tukaram
“If God would stop telling jokes, I might act serious.”
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