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In the Upanishads, the most sublime of all the Hindu scriptures, there is the story of a father who tried to teach his son something about the nature of God and the world. He told his son to put a handful of salt into a bucket of water. The boy did so, and soon after went to bed. After breakfast the next day, the father told the little boy, “Bring me the salt I gave you last night.”

The little boy looked and looked, but he could not find the salt anywhere in the bucket of water. The salt had dissolved. “I can’t find it, father,” he said, distressed.

“How does the water at the top of the bucket taste?” his father asked him.

“It’s salty!” the boy’s eyes lit up.

“Pour a little off, and tell me how the water in the middle of the bucket tastes.”

The boy did so, and tasted it. “It’s salty, too!” he reported.

“How does it taste at the very bottom of the bucket?” asked his father.

The boy poured off some more water and tasted it again. “Even saltier!” he said, making a face. The father told the boy to toss the rest of the water out and to come and sit on his lap. When the boy wriggled up, he told his father, “I think the salt will always be in that water, now.”

His father nodded, and said, “Remember how you were asking about God, and why could you not see him?” The boy nodded. “The world is a bucket of water, and God is the salt. You cannot see it, but it flavors everything. This is the truth, my son. You are salty, too.”

When some people approach the topic of mysticism, they do so with great trepidation, as if it is a hard to understand secret, or an academic exercise, but as this marvelous story illustrates, mysticism is simple; perhaps it is too simple, because often children understand it better than adults do. Sometimes adults have to unlearn the ways of the world in order to see things as they really are. This is why Jesus said that we must become like little children if we are to enter the kingdom of heaven. If we are too clever, we will convince ourselves all kinds of crazy schemes are true. But if, like a child, we can behold things simply as they are, our world is transformed.

The mystics throughout the ages have used various techniques to shut off the mind and behold reality unmediated. When they have been successful, what they experienced has been completely beyond the power of words to describe. Fortunately for us, this has not dissuaded them from trying. For their feeble attempts point a way for us to follow, and give us some clue of what they have found.

“Just what is a mystic, anyway?” You might ask, and this is a good question. But I think it will be easier to answer if we first ask, “What is mysticism?” Very simply, mysticism is the pursuit of, or the enjoyment of, union with transcendent reality. In the West, we usually call this transcendent reality “God.” So, for the moment, let us suppose that the mystic is one who experiences no distinction between himself and the Divine. It is as if God and she were one being, and the mystic does not know where she ends and God begins, or vice versa. Likewise, since God is in all things, just as the salt is found in every bit of water in the boy’s bucket, the mystic feels similarly at one with the universe, and finds it hard to tell where she ends and her neighbor, or that tree, or even her enemies, begins.

This unitive knowledge may come in a flash, and then subside, leaving only the memory of mystical union, or it may be an awareness that rises like a tide, suffusing all that one beholds, and then gradually subsiding once again. But anyone who has ever had such an experience—and you may very well be one of them, for such experiences are not rare—is never the same again. It is one thing to think, “we are all one.” But it is quite another thing to experience that oneness directly. That is the ineffable reality that the mystics find so hard to express, yet it is an experience that transcends culture, or religious tradition, or age, or even piety. Jesus said, “The kingdom of the father is spread out upon the earth, but people do not see it” (Thomas 113). But when you do see it, even for a moment, you realize that you were not at all who you thought you were.

Such visions are scary for some people. They are especially scary to those who hold tightly to a religious orthodoxy. The Southern Baptists among whom I was reared are deeply suspicious of such experiences, and are fond of saying that “Mysticism begins in ‘mist’ and ends in ‘schism’.” But what really scares them is that in the unitive gaze of the mystic, dogmatic boundaries fall away as so much meaningless chaff, cherished doctrines become prisons for the mind, and coloring inside the lines becomes an impossible task. Mysticism is the fundamentalists’ worst nightmare, because all the boundaries between “us” and “them” dissolve, sacred and profane become meaningless, and creature and Creator become indistinguishable. This is, of course, heresy, and those who have had mystical experiences have often found themselves at odds with the religious orthodoxy of their day and time.

The Sufi poet Rumi tells the story of a dervish named Bestami. One night, so deep in mystical contemplation that he was drunk with ecstasy, he declared to his disciples, “I am Allah! There is no God but me! Fall on your faces and worship me!”

In the morning, when the ecstatic fever had passed, his disciples told him what he had said. “Oh, dear,” he said with great concern. “Listen, if I ever say anything like that again, take your knives and stab me to death. Kill me if I ever say that again.” So his students sharpened their knives, just in case.

It was not long, however, before the light of Bestami’s reason was snuffed out like a candle. Rumi says that “pure spirit spoke through him.” Bestami was not there. The “he” of his personality dissolved; the light of God poured into the empty Bestami and became words.

“Inside my robe,” Bestami declared, “there is nothing but God. How long will you keep looking elsewhere?!”

So his disciples drew their knives and slashed at him. But a curious thing happened: though they stabbed at him, they only cut themselves. There was no mark on Bestami, but his disciples lay bleeding and dying.

Sometimes the mystic scares even himself by what he sees. The mystic experience so explodes the containers of religious orthodoxy that there is no choice but to declare him or her a heretic. And yet, what is truth? Is truth the box we construct to contain the Divine, or is it the ineffable presence that cannot be contained by any boxes, dogmas, or orthodoxies? Orthodoxy attempts to mediate between the seeker and the Divine, but the mystic beholds the Divine directly, and any such mediation seems not only unnecessary, but utterly irrelevant, or even harmful.

Naturally, then, mystics are not popular amongst the orthodox of any religion. In fact, almost every one of the religious leaders who founded world religions began their careers as mystics who spoke about what they had seen, and were promptly declared heretics. Just think of the Buddha, of Jesus, or of Muhammad. All of them were heretics, all of them were mystics, and all of them changed the way we view reality.

And they all had a hard time of it, too. The mystical path is not only unpopular amongst “religious” folk, it is sometimes politically dangerous, and it is often personally arduous as well. If you are looking for the easy way out, the mystical path may not be for you. On the other hand, more often than not it is not a path that people choose, but one that chooses them. Moses did not climb through the hill countries on a quest for burning bushes. The burning bush appeared to him, and he was not pleased that it did. It is not an easy path, mostly because it involves a lot of death. For once the mystical vision hits you, you realize that everything you thought you were is a lie, that the universe you thought you were living in is gone, and that all the rules and structures by which you ordered your life are meaningless. It is disorienting and painful. There is no lazy man’s path to enlightenment, because once enlightenment hits, the lazy man no longer exists, and the luminous being which has taken his place is beyond recognition, even to himself.

In our own time, scholars of religion have tried to make sense of the mystical worldview, and how it is one comes in touch with unitive consciousness. James Fowler, a developmental psychologist, through extensive study of test subjects, has outlined a theory of religious development. Fowler’s theory is kind of baroque, but Scott Peck has done an excellent job of simplifying it in his book A Different Drum. Very briefly, this model asserts that we begin life in a state of chaos—nobody but us exists, and we have no moral center. Most young children feel they are the center of the universe, and are oblivious to the needs of others. Some people spend their lives in this first stage of development, although many who are stuck here end up in prison.

Most of us, however, at an appropriate age, move on to Stage Two, which is institutional faith. This stage has very clear rules and regulations, a black and white system of morality, and a clearly defined system of orthodoxy to keep people on the straight and narrow. For people who have lived much of their lives in the chaos of Stage One, Stage Two is a very real salvation—the structure of such a faith rescues them from their own headlong plunge toward self-destruction. Stage Two faith is appropriate for older children and most adults. The great majority of religious people the world over live and die in Stage Two, and it serves them very well indeed.

For some, however, the rigidity and contradictions inherent in orthodoxy become too much to bear, and they begin to question the party line. What if the priests or the gurus or the imams are wrong? What if they are lying to us? What if they are simply ignorant and are stumbling around in the dark like the rest of us? The person who asks such questions has moved into Stage Three, the stage of questioning and doubt. This is a very valuable stage, where idols are smashed, worldviews discarded, and one’s true seeking begins. Even though this is a very uncomfortable stage, many people spend their lives here, and find meaning in their lives as activists, or philosophers, or humanists. For them life is a question that has no answer, and yet the question itself contains sufficient substance to sustain them.

But beyond questioning lies another stage, where all the questions dissolve into silence. For the final stage of faith is that of the mystic, where one has fallen in love with Mystery, that Mystery at the heart of all things. In this place one does not need questions, nor does one need answers. The religious traditions of the world are revealed to be arbitrary symbol sets, which are but fingers pointing at a reality which cannot be described, let alone comprehended, but can be experienced and participated in. In this stage, all divisions are illusory, and the distinctions between the universal and the particular disappear. The mystic beholds, as William Blake did, “a world in a grain of sand, and heaven in a wild flower. Hold infinity in the palm of your hand, and eternity in an hour.”

The mystic cannot be bound by religious orthodoxy, and yet finds profound value in religious tradition. One who has passed from the questioning of Stage Three into the Mystery of Stage Four may find herself back at the very same church she left years ago, and yet find that though she is praying the same words, their meaning has changed utterly. Like Auden, she may find herself back home where she began, and recognize it for the first time.

Peck notes that we may find people at Stage Two and Stage Four coming to the same church for completely opposite reasons. Stage Four mystics may come to church to become lost in the Mystery, while Stage Two Believers come to church to escape mystery. Well, that is the mystery, isn’t it? One comes to this table to be fed exactly what one needs, even though everyone needs something different.

For the past three years, we have spent our summer sermon series looking at the heretics, mystics, and misfits in the Christian tradition, and it has been a lot of fun. But the fun is not limited to the Christian tradition. Heretics, mystics, and misfits abound in every religion. Lizzy Hull suggested last year that I broaden the scope of the series to include those madmen and -women of other traditions, and I thrilled to the challenge. So for the next several summers we will be exploring the mystics of the world’s religions. We’ll be taking them in more or less chronological order, beginning with the foundations of the religious tradition itself, and then examining the particulars as expressed by those mystics who both defined and defied that religion. In this way, we will accomplish two things: we will explore the history of the world’s religions, and we will meet those heretics and mystics who challenged their native faiths to embrace more than simply a set of rules and dogmas.

And because we are Christians, and the Christian faith and history are what we know best, we will often examine the teachings of these other mystics in terms of how their teaching supports or challenges the tradition with which we are most familiar. In so doing we will discover as many similarities as we will differences, for even though the cultural clothes of each tradition differs a great deal, the Great Source of Being to which we are all drawn is the same.

Many of these mystics thought they were looking for God, like the boy from the Upanishads, who could not find the salt anywhere. Instead, they found themselves, that not only were they salty, but that all the world is salty. I pray we will do the same.

 

Holy One, in you all things find their beginning and their end.

We seek to describe you, and only succeed

in building boxes in which we hope to contain you.

But you burst through all barriers.

We grasp at you and you pour through our fingers like sand.

We describe you and our words fall from our mouths without meaning.

We look for you, but we cannot see what is before our own faces.

Help us, as we explore the mystics of every age and culture,

to peel away the illusion which separates Jew and Muslim,

Christian and Hindu, man and woman,

rich and poor, creature and Creator.

Give us a moment of clear vision, let us see,

if for only a flash, things as they really are.

And then, O God, give us the strength to bear it.

For we ask this in the name of him

who is the Alpha and the Omega,

in whom we live and move and have our being,

even Jesus Christ. Amen.

 

⊕ Preached at Grace North Church on June 22, 2003.


 

 

 

 

1 | native traditions

 

 

One of my best friends in my years at California Baptist College was a guy named Shawn. When we met I was going through my confirmation class in the Episcopal Church. In my New Testament Greek class one day this very tall guy looked at me in stunned disbelief, and pointed to the book on the top of my stack. It was my confirmation textbook, which this odd fellow no doubt recognized. “Where did you get that book?” he asked me after class. It turns out that he had read that book, and in fact, had even been an Episcopalian for a while.

He had been a lot of things. Shawn had gone from being a Roman Catholic to an Episcopalian, and was, at the time I met him, studying to be a fundamentalist Baptist preacher. Not for long, though. Soon after we started hanging out, Shawn returned to the Episcopal Church, and our conversations ranged far and wide in the field of religious studies. He introduced me to the Tao Te Ching, a gift for which I will be forever grateful. He also helped me function on my dinosaur computer, which was so clunky it almost put me off the electronic medium altogether.

After school, Shawn and I stayed in touch regularly. We have always lived a great distance from one another, but we have succeeded in talking on the phone about once a month for the past fifteen years, which isn’t bad for staying in touch with one’s friends from college, is it?

One of the things that kept our friendship so vital was our common dedication to the weirdness of the spiritual journey. One never knows where the Spirit will blow one next, and that uncertainty, that constant internal wrestling kept us talking. After I finished college, Shawn continued to bounce from church to church, denomination to denomination, even considering becoming an Old Catholic priest at one point.

Then one day, something very strange happened. Shawn called and said that the Goddess had appeared to him in a dream, and had claimed him as her own. He had been reading about neo-paganism, and had certainly been attracted to its nature-based ideology, but the idea of actually becoming a neo-pagan had scarcely crossed his mind. That is, until the Goddess granted him a private audience, and shook his spiritual world to its core.

Now, I wasn’t alarmed at this news. I was more amused. I saw Shawn as kind of a spiritual pinball machine, a metal ball of a soul shooting from one tradition to another in quick succession. I expected his dalliance with neo-paganism to be just another quick dip in the spiritual pool, but amazingly, this was not to be. It stuck, and stuck well.

So just what is this strange tradition that my friend had gotten himself involved in? Was it some new cult that hadn’t yet hit the cultural radar screen?

Far from it. In fact, my friend was practicing the oldest form of religion known to humankind, one common to native peoples the world over. Like every tradition, this one did not emerge fully-formed, but evolved as humans evolved, over millions and millions of years. Lets take a look at how it developed, and how it has come to experience a revival today.

In our own time we have lost a sense of the hardness of primal life. TV shows such as Survivor remind us just how far removed from our native habitat we have become; but, for our ancestors, survival was indeed everything. They were powerless over so much in their lives: starvation, disease, and death seemed to lurk around every corner, and like us, they sought to control their fate by whatever means were at their disposal.

This, then, is the very beginning of religion: the attempt made by primitive humans to put a face on the gaping maw of time, to exercise some control over their environment. It took a long time for any concept of deity to emerge, however. Initially, our ancestors intuited a latent force in nature, which was the source of both good and bad luck. The Melanesian islanders call this force mana, and historians of religion have followed suit. Mana is not “supernatural”, it is instead part of the world. It is both perceptible and to some degree controllable. There is good mana, which causes grain to grow and people to be friendly to each other, and there is also bad mana, that causes disease and bickering amongst neighbors. Our ancestors sought to increase good mana and decrease bad mana through the use of charms, incantations, and purification rituals. These were the very first religious observances.

As our imaginations developed, however, our ancestors began to discern personality in this mana. They began to speak of “powers” as being entities much like themselves with feelings and motivations. Before long, mana had evolved into the “spirits”. Spirits became the personified life-force found in all things: trees, rocks, rivers, etc. In Greek mythology these nature spirits survived as dryads and naiads; you might also recall the river nymphs from Norse mythology or Wagner, which is the same idea. Now unlike mana, which had no will of its own, the spirits were very much the masters of their own fates. The spirits had minds of their own, and did not necessarily have the good of humans as their top priority. Sometimes the spirits could be helpful, but sometimes they were mischievous or even harmful.

Nonetheless, they were not going away, and the spirits became a normal part of everyday life. They were powerful, but they did not rule over humans. They were just part of the furniture, like the rivers, the meadows, and the forests themselves. In some cultures, the spirits became associated with one’s forefathers and foremothers, who could bring good fortune or ill upon the family members who were living. Hoping to enlist the aid of the spirits, or at least to entreat them not to do any harm, humans developed a complicated ritual life that used magic to both appease and enlist the aid of the myriad spirits all around them.

We cohabitated with the spirits in an uneasy alliance for many hundreds of thousands of years. But when we began to set down roots, and became farmers, the scene shifted dramatically. Humans realized that if they planted a portion of grain instead of just eating it, more grain would result! This amazing discovery may be the first known instance of delayed gratification and the great good that can come of such discipline. Knowing how to plant grain gave humans much greater control over their destiny, more security and safety for the tribe. We were able to settle down in one place, and built sturdier dwellings. It didn’t take long for us to get attached to the place where we settled down, and humans felt connected to the land in a way that we had never known before. Land became the most important commodity, for fertile land brought this newfound security, and was in great demand. A warrior class emerged both to conquer neighboring lands for one’s own tribe, and to defend one’s land from one’s neighbors!

Almost overnight, the peaceful, matriarchal, hunter-gatherer society transformed into an agrarian culture ruled by warriors. And once one people overpowered another people, chiefs emerged to rule more than one village. Before long, chiefs became kings, and small groups of villages became large groups of villages. Suddenly, there were kingdoms.

And because we humans have a tendency to project our own political realities onto the spiritual world, the spirits went through a similar transformation: the spirits, like the chieftains, became more and more powerful, until they became gods, ruling like kings with jurisdiction over vast territories. The “spirit of the grove” became the “god of the high mountain”. Where there had once been a spirit inhabiting an individual tree, suddenly it was discerned that there was a ruling spirit that had jurisdiction over all trees. The river spirit became the river god, with influence over all brooks, streams, and rushing rapids.

Humans began speaking of the sun god, the god of fire, the god of wind, and so on, and as humans conquered larger tracts of land, the influence of their gods grew larger as well. In fact, they grew until we became their subjects. The gods needed to be appeased and propitiated in the same way that human kings needed to be humored if the safety of one’s people was to be safeguarded.

As the gods got bigger, the rituals needed to satisfy them became more complicated and specialized, until a class of professional clergy emerged. One can still journey to Greece and see the amazing temples built to Zeus, Hera, Apollo, and the other gods of the Greek pantheon. The Celtic peoples still honor the sacred groves where their gods communed with them, and one can scarcely encounter a people who do not have some memory of their native temples and the myths associated with them.

But even with these magnificent liturgies and houses of worship in place, one cannot expect the gods to behave themselves. For the gods of most native traditions are every bit as capricious and fickle as human beings. The myths of every people reveal their gods to be at turns loving and jealous, peace-loving and war-mongering, beneficent and unpredictable.

And perhaps that is why we love them so. The gods may not be the paragons of virtue that we in the Abrahamic religions have come to expect, but they were at least comprehensible. We may not agree with their actions, but we understand them.

But the real genius of native religion is this: it does not set up a false dichotomy between human beings and everything else in the universe. I’m not sure exactly when we were bitten by the arrogance bug that made us believe that we were somehow distinct from, or superior to nature, but native religions contain no such hubris. Native traditions see human beings as simply a part of nature, and experience the trees, rocks, rivers and animals as kindred rather than subjects or, god forbid, natural resources.

Houston Smith, in his amazing book, The World’s Religions, tells of a Native American Onondagan prayer he witnessed that lasted nearly a full hour. During that time, nobody closed their eyes, and everyone listened to the prayer in their native tongue. Smith understood nothing, but when he asked what had been said, was told the entire prayer was devoted to naming everything in sight, animate and inanimate, including spirits of the place, inviting all to join in the proceedings and to bless them.

The Onondagans were not conducting their service as dominators of nature, but as part of it, respectfully inviting all aspects to participate. The Navajos bring the entire world into their homes, as each dwelling is seen as participating in and representing the whole of the cosmos. For native peoples, all things in nature, including humans, have their rightful place which must be honored; all things are kindred, brothers and sisters, and worthy of respect. They invite us to think not of humans embedded in nature, but of nature seeking to extend itself, to grow into new forms and more complex patterns, to behold itself, developing humans as organs of self-awareness.

Later traditions, such as our own, saw nature as something that needed to be beaten back with a stick, and viewed salvation as a way to escape it. This has resulted in attitudes that have had disastrous effects on our environment, because we do not honor the earth as a sacred presence, but as a thing to be plundered and used at will.

But native traditions know better. They know that we humans are inseparable from the natural world, and in these traditions salvation is seen as the encouragement of natural cycles. Since the disruption of natural cycles threatens the tribe, these cycles of fertility, of growth and harvest, must be participated in and encouraged for the survival of all things.

But, you may be asking, is this mysticism? It is indeed, and a very powerful one. In nature-mysticism there is no distinction between natural and super-natural, no divorce of human society from the ecosystem which supports it. There is only the body of the earth, often portrayed as the great Goddess, of whom we are a part, from whose womb we are born, and to whom we will return, to live again in some other form, as the cycle of life on this planet succeeds from one season to another, one generation to another, one era to another.

To know oneself to be part of this larger self—this is to truly know oneself. One can participate in the mystery of salvation by encouraging and cooperating with the cycles of nature, by bearing children and making art, by giving due attention to the cycles and seasons of the earth, and by acknowledging and honoring the personified forces of nature, the gods.

As Christianity and Islam spread throughout the known world, the gods of the common people were subdued even as their people were conquered. The word “pagan” comes from the Latin paganus, which means, very simply, country-folk, common people. And indeed, as we know from the history of Europe, the church had quite a time ferreting out those who held to the “old ways” and continued to worship the old gods.

Indeed, it was never completely successful in this. Although they tried. Christian society carried on an amazingly successful “smear” campaign against pagan believers. They called them witches, and by some counts, the church burned nearly nine million women in the Middle Ages for the terrible crime of honoring one’s family traditions, for the knowledge of what herb can cure a specific ailment, or for believing that certain amulets or incantations might attract love or repel the evil eye. In fact, most of those burned were not witches at all, yet it is a terrible crime nonetheless, even if they all had been believers in the old gods. It is religious genocide, a holocaust largely ignored today, one of the most profoundly shameful events in the history of the Christian church.

Indeed, many people today are fed up with the ideological tyranny of the Abrahamic religions, the violence against other peoples propagated in the name of the One God, and with the environmental violence that has resulted from our specious distinction between ourselves and the natural world that the religions of the One God have inspired. Many are returning to the native religion of their own ethnic peoples. Those from the British islands are beginning to practice once again the old ways of the Celts, many Africans are rediscovering Yoruba and other native African religions.

And though many of those who practice the old ways refer to themselves as witches, more often people will refer to themselves as “Wiccans”, from which the word “witch” derives. “Wicca” actually comes from the Old English word “Wicce”, which means to shape or bend. Wiccans call on the power latent in the natural world, and through their prayers and rituals, seek to “bend” that power for healing or for the common good.

Many in Western society still buy the medieval propaganda that Witches are in league with the devil, but in fact, nothing is further from the truth. Satan is a deity that belongs to Christian theology, and has no place in any pagan pantheon. Witches do not worship Satan, because they do not believe in Satan. Satan is a Christian belief. It is difficult to accuse someone of worshipping a being that they do not believe even exists.

Modern-day neopagans are not out casting spells trying to cause trouble for people, either. There is a strong belief in the pagan community that any energy that you put out there by means of a spell will come back to you three-fold. That is certainly a powerful reason to put out good energy and not bad.

Wicca has had a very important impact on our culture in recent years. It is one of the fastest growing religions in the United States and Europe, and it is not hard to see why. It has been extremely healing and empowering for women, who, for the first time, are being given permission to take responsibility for their own spiritual lives instead of handing their spiritual power over to an all-male Christian priesthood. Even more healing, the Goddess allows women to see themselves reflected in divinity, something that the all-male single-parent family of the Trinity never did.

But it has been empowering for men also. Everyone in Wicca is a priest or priestess. There is no hierarchy to which one must bend, and everyone is empowered to take their spirituality into their own hands and to fashion a thing of beauty out of it. I have studied personally with Starhawk, the foremost Wiccan theologian alive today; and though I admit I was scared stiff when I went into my first class, I emerged from that class with a great deal of respect for this tradition, an appreciation for its lively liturgical life, and its complex and multivalent theology. And although I do not see Wicca as my spiritual path, I certainly appreciate its importance in the lives of many people whom I love.

My friend Shawn has blossomed and flourished in his own practice of neo-paganism. He has founded and mentored many covens, and, as an ordained interfaith minister, now serves as the only Wiccan hospital chaplain in his area. He continues to call pretty much every month, and I am always eager to hear about his most recent spiritual exploits. After all, if the Goddess deigned to appear to him personally, and to call him to her service, who am I to question it?

 

We pray today not to any one particular god,

but to the One being who is the universe,

the One who answers to many

names, and in whose service every religion strives.

Help us to recognize the hubris of our fathers,

and our own arrogance,

in thinking ourselves better than those who came before,

better than the creatures with whom we share this good earth.

Restore to us a sense of the sacredness

of all creatures and all places,

allow us to recognize the divine face in the wind,

in the fire, in the water, and in the earth herself.

And most of all, open our eyes to the violence

which our arrogance has wrought upon the environment,

upon native peoples, and upon our own psyches.

Heal us and teach us, Great Spirit,

and grant us deliverance from ourselves. Amen.

 

⊕ Preached at Grace North Church on July 6, 2003.


 

 

 

 

2 | the eleusinian mysteries

 

 

In the mythology of the Greeks, there is a story of Persephone, who was the daughter of the goddess of grain, Demeter. One day, Persephone was out gathering flowers in the fields, when the earth opened up, and Hades, the lord of death and the underworld, erupted from the fissure riding in a golden chariot. He snatched up Persephone and. seating her beside him in the chariot, rode back into the earth to the underworld. There Hades kept Persephone captive, and forced her to marry him and become his queen. Just to make everything kosher, Hades had requested her hand in marriage from her father, Zeus, who granted the request.

Unfortunately, no one had bothered to inform Demeter of the whereabouts of her daughter, nor asked her permission for the marriage. For nine days and nights, Demeter wandered the earth with a torch in hand, searching for her kidnapped daughter. The sun finally let her in on what had happened, and furious at Zeus, she left Olympia and roamed the earth as a bitter crone. In her journeys, she was entertained kindly at Eleusis, where she decided to settle down. She revealed herself as the grain goddess, and the Eleusinians began constructing a temple in her honor.

But this did not please her, as the light of her life had still been stolen from her. In her wrath, she refused to allow any crops to grow for an entire year. Oxen and men ploughed in vain; prayers were said, but to no effect. Humans quailed as they saw their extinction looming, and the gods were likewise terrified, because they needed the sacrifices of humans for their own sustenance. Finally, Zeus realized that he had to do something, or the whole world would end. He summoned Hades and made him return his new bride to the world of the living.

Hades reluctantly agreed, but before Persephone left, Hades gave her four pomegranate seeds to sustain her on her journey. Persephone found her way to the surface, and found her mother at Eleusis. When they saw each other, the two embraced and wept for joy. Then Demeter asked her a very strange question: “Did you eat anything while you were down there?”

“Yes, mum,” Persephone told her, “four pomegranate seeds. Why?”

Her mother was horrified, because if anyone eats of the food of the underworld they may never return. Indeed, Hades made just that kind of claim over her. “Four months out of every year,” he announced to the horrified Demeter, “she will be mine. One month in exchange for every seed she ate.”

Demeter had to agree to this arrangement, but she wasn’t going to do it without exacting her own sneaky price. “Very well,” she said, “and for those four months, nothing will grow upon the earth.”

This, for the early Greeks, explained why the earth grew cold and hard in winter, and yielded no fruit at that time; and why in spring the green and the grain returned.

Now, no parent can listen to this tale without horror. There is nothing as terrifying as the kidnapping of a child, and there is no parent anywhere who has not been struck with panic when his or her child is out of sight in a public place. As a corollary, there is no relief greater than finding them to be safe again, either. What parent cannot relate to Demeter’s agony, who does not understand her nine-day vigil? Most of us, I dare say, would search far longer if need be. There is an archetypal aspect to this story that makes it truly universal.

The current Disney/Pixar film, Finding Nemo, seems to be a retelling of this myth. The little fish Nemo is being reared by his father, a widowed clownfish, when he is captured by a dentist from Sydney, Australia, and finds himself trapped in a dental office’s aquarium. Nemo’s father searches for him doggedly, and after many harrowing adventures, Nemo gains his freedom and the two are reunited.

Finding Nemo seems to be the Persephone myth inverted, as in a mirror. Nemo is a fish, not a human, and it is the story of a father searching for his son, rather than a mother searching for her daughter. And while Persephone is plucked from the surface and dragged to the depths, Nemo is plucked from the depths and brought to the surface. Both are held captive, and while Demeter is wed to the Lord of the Dead, Nemo is promised to the dentist’s niece, a little girl who kills fish. Finally, both Persephone and Nemo are rescued through the persistence of their grieving parents.

All the elements of the story are there, and, if the box office receipts are any indication, the story resonates as strongly today as it did three thousand years ago in ancient Greece. There is even an initiation ceremony in the Nemo film, which bears resemblance to the Masonic rites which derive in part from those at Eleusis, which makes me wonder just how conscious the Pixar people were of the many parallels between their story and the myth.

In any case, the Eleusinian rites were among the most popular in Greek history. At first they were held every three years, but before long the celebration became an annual festival. It was not a casual spiritual path, however, but required great dedication. To be admitted to the rites, one had to be deemed a moral person. Legend has it that Hercules at one point presented himself as an initiate, but was rejected because of the bloodshed on his hands. He was given penance to do to cleanse himself of his iniquity and make him worthy. These austerities he performed dutifully, and he was eventually admitted to the rites.

Initiates experienced their initiation in three stages. First, were the things that were done; second, were the things which were said; and finally, there were sacred objects which were shown. And afterwards, there was much wine, merrymaking, and indiscriminate nookie.

In the first part, in which things were done, the initiates lived through the horror of Persephone’s ordeal. They were blindfolded and taken into a dark cave—their abduction to the underworld. Following the torches of other initiates, probably representing Demeter’s searching for her daughter, they finally found their way to the bright sunlight of the Elysian Fields.

Later, there were things which were said: these were liturgies which retold the drama which the initiates had just lived through, commenting on and explicating their experience. This was a kind of theological instruction to help the initiates integrate their experience and make connections between the ritual and their everyday lives.

Finally, the initiates were shown sacred objects which no one may behold except those who have gone through the mysteries. Unfortunately, no one was allowed to reveal what these objects were, and they have not survived. This part of the mysteries will indeed forever remain a mystery. At the end of this portion of the ritual, however, the hierophant was revealed. This was a great high priest or priestess selected from the people for his or her piety. The real name of a hierophant was never spoken aloud in connection to the rites, although monuments of prominent Greek citizens often revealed that this or that person had been a hierophant at some point.

I believe these three initiatory experiences, doing, saying, and showing are instructive, as they reveal three varieties of mysticism embodied by the rites: a physical mysticism, a psychological mysticism, and a spiritual mysticism. These understandings are not exclusive to one another, but complementary and necessary to one another, as one mystery builds upon another.

First, there is the physical mysticism, those things which are done. This form is the most primitive, and it is this aspect out of which the myth arises. Why is there winter? Why does the grain refuse to grow? How do we alleviate the anxiety of this time of famine, and encourage the life to come again in the spring? This is pure nature mysticism, in which the rites are performed as a way to participate in the natural cycles of the planet, to encourage the cycles to continue. Humans, the gods and the earth are all part of one piece, the gods need humans, humans need the earth, and the earth needs the gods. Each has their place and is dependent on the other. Survival depended on keeping all in balance, and in motion. This is an important and sufficient understanding of the mysteries, and for thousands of years, was the core of the religion.

But humans are clever folks, and are forever making creative connections that inspire us and invite us into greater depth and meaning. This instinct led the Greeks to personalize the myth: we are all Persephone, we are all dragged into Hell periodically. This is a psychological mysticism which proclaims the universality of the human experience. Like the earth herself, we all go through fallow times. Like Persephone, we are taken against our will into Hell. In the underworld we encounter those aspects of ourselves that we seek to divorce ourselves from—our own personal Hades, if you will, who has power over us only so long as we are ignorant of him, as Demeter was.

In this myth we are also given the hope that we will return from Hell. Like the seasons, this experience is cyclic. We enter Hell and return several times in our lives. In this way we are at one with the gods and the world. As above, so below. The gods live in us, and we replay the myths in our own lives again and again.

Each time we are invited to enter the process with greater awareness and maturity. Each time, the experience adds to our character, and our lives are given greater depth and meaning. The way through this is by talking about it, historically with our friends, loved ones, or the clergy. In more recent times, one’s therapist or spiritual director can help one navigate the journey through the underworld. This corresponds to the second experience of the initiate, that of saying. We speak our way through the underworld, and we speak ourselves out of it again as well.

But there was a still deeper mystery revealed to the initiates at Eleusis. Like many Greek and Gnostic notions making the rounds at the time, later Eleusinian mystics held that unless one dies before one dies, one cannot gain eternal life. Socrates said, “The unexamined life is not worth living” and the Eleusinians took this further, believing that the unexamined life will not be rewarded after death, either. The Gnostics, likewise, taught that one was not born with a soul, one must grow it during one’s life if there is to be anything to carry on after one’s death. We can see echoes of this in the Eleusinians’ rituals. According to them, one must become one with death and resurrection, one must ritually experience the journey to the underworld, one must identify oneself with Persephone to guarantee one’s return to the Elysian Fields after death.

Those who have not gone through the initiation are lost—they will not know the way back. But those who have gone through the ritual, who have died, and been led back to the surface, are assured that this knowledge will keep them safe in the hereafter. This is an experiential mysticism, where one is shown the reality of the mysteries. One lives through them, and afterwards one lives through them. In this mysticism a person becomes one with the gods, with death, and with resurrection. We are ourselves the kernel of wheat that falls to the earth in death, and sprouts green in the spring.

Much of this mysticism has been carried over into the Christian faith as well. St. Paul says that unless we die with Christ Jesus we cannot know eternal life through him either. We must lose our life to find it. Unless a seed fall to the earth and die, it cannot live again. Very familiar ideas, no? They were not original to St. Paul or the evangelists of course, but were living and vibrant ideas very popular at the time they were writing. The Pauline authors simply gave these ideas a spin, and replaced the Eleusinian ritual with Christian analogues. The correspondences are many and very worthy of study in themselves.

Today, many pagan groups have resurrected the Eleusinian rituals, but one need not become an initiate to benefit from the wisdom of this ancient mystery religion. Its mysticism is not exclusive to it, no matter what its adherents once had to say about the matter. For all three types of mysticism celebrated in its history are available to us today.

We know there are things to be done: we can acknowledge and celebrate ourselves as part of this planet and its natural cycles. By giving caring attention to the environment we encourage these natural cycles and thus ensure the survival of life. Secondly, there are stories to be told: in reciting our own journeys to the underworld and back again, we create meaning in our own lives and give hope to those around us who have also found themselves in difficult places. And finally, there are things to be shown: we are invited to pursue the enlightenment that comes about when we die to our ego, and identify with something larger than ourselves. For when that happens, death has no more hold over us. Though we may seem to die, we hold fast to the promise that we will return to the place of the sun. For we know the way out of the darkness.

 

Loving Creator, we know that there is nothing
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