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At Matins (an early morning prayer time) on the Feast of Mary in a medieval Dutch chapel a 
woman kneels.  After the third Scripture lesson, the spiritual visionary Hadewijch recounts 
“something wonderful was shown me in the spirit.” They’d been reading Song of Songs, that 
erotic treasure trove that tells of utter unity between God and soul; or between Israel and 
God; or between earthly lovers complete with their alabaster thighs and pomegranates. In 
all interpretations, they’d been reading ripe imagery for sumptuous connection. 
 
That’s when a queen in a gold dress full of eyes shows up.  Imagine what Beyonce could do 
with that!  Crowns.  An entourage accompanying her in red, green and black. 
 
The Queen puts her foot on Hadewijch’s throat- Do you know who I am? 
 
Yeah, you’ve been a pain to me for a long time. (Rather daring given her submissive pose.) 
You’re my soul’s capacity to Reason to Think, alongside my other friends Fear, 
Discernment, and Wisdom. When you Ms. Reason let yourself be led by Love, then you 
teach me to know God as God, to find a new way to experience God. To actually become God with 
God,   
 
So here at prayer, the visionary challenges “Whatcha got for me now?”  
 
Well, says Reason, I have Truth.  Reason sporting her dress radiating, full of eyes, richly 
embroidered perhaps like other fiber arts famous in her region in Europe, the eyes are 
souvenirs Hadewijch tells us of “painful mystical knowledge,” of Love.  Wounds of Love. 
Because, as we know, it hurts to know about Love breaking into a ruptured, terrorized 
world.  Holding the possible next to the brutal. That’s why people often kill the prophets; 
the world can’t handle pure love in action and seeks to destroy it.   
 
In her quest to know God intimately, when our visionary acknowledges this truth about 
both/and; Love/Pain; God/creature then it unlocks a whole new level of experiencing 
God. 
 
She recounts, “Reason became subject to me, and I left her.” She slipped right out from 
under that foot. Not ir-rational, but beyond rational. Something bigger than formulae and 
creedal statements and algebra. Maybe “crazy” or “mad”  if crazy means breaking out of the 
usual ways of knowing and into paradox, becoming mad with Love. Holding tensions like 
God/man, or Slave/free instead of breaking into a world of us/them and either/or. 
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Hadewijch reports “Love came and embraced me; and I came out of the spirit and remained 
lying until late in the day, inebriated with unspeakable wonders.” (Vision 9, Queen Reason) 
 
I don’t know about you, but I’ll have what she’s having. 
 
What if I told you there is a secret way to meet God? A little portal right here, that’s been 
here all along to meet us in our deepest longing to meet the Divine Beloved? And maybe it 
isn’t really a secret at all, it’s been here for millennia.  Would you be all in? Would you 
worry that I’m a charlatan, a snake oil salesman, a false prophet, a shallow new-ager? How 
would you go about assessing my claims, discerning if this could ring true -my claim that we 
can hover on the edge of a multidimensional, multisensory portal? Maybe you’ve had already 
had such profound “aha” moments, where you sense there is a seamlessness between our 
human natures and the rest of the universe so that you already have a playbook and you 
might simply like to compare field notes. Ooh let’s all do that over coffee hour!  
 
I cannot explain how giddy I was when Pastor Cindy asked if I’d preach in this series on 
women mystics and visions.  This is like asking a child obsessed with dinosaurs if they’ve 
anything to say about the triceratops or Chris Brunelle if there are any good tunes about the 
love of God. The generous invite sent me into deep reflection.  I realize I’ve spent over 
three decades studying Christian women mystics, voraciously reading and comparing across 
other religious and secular traditions. I’ve always been hungry for connection. Like many of 
you, I imagine, I’ve met the holy in people and in places. And I always want to know why 
and how’s it possible.  
 
In particular, I’m smitten by several elements of women’s visionary mysticism: 
•smitten by how Christian women mystics write creatively, in poetry, allegories, dialogues, 
treatises, giving us maps and prayers and vivid short stories…and they often do it in their 
own local languages rather than the international language of the western church (Latin) so 
that they end up inventing new ways for God-talk, that is theology  
•smitten by how they push back against sexist traditions in Christian theology, so many 
feminine images models for divine activity from daily life- the inn keeper, the weaver, the 
fisher 
•smitten by how they speak to our full human experience- intellectual & embodied as joint 
powers endowed by a Creator God who looked at these wondrous things It just made and 
said, according to our ancestral creation account in Genesis, that’s good.  That’s real good. 
•and finally, smitten by how they teach deeply about the mutual, interdependent connections 
between God and all God’s creatures.  
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With unmitigated delight, I’m honored to offer you a wee excursion and an invite, friends, 
to absolutely try this at home. 
 
Let’s start with a “frequently asked questions” service announcement 
What even is mysticism?  
Why women mystics? 
When are women mystics.   
And end with the million dollar question, What makes mystical vision possible?  
 
What: 
I believe the theologian Karl Rahner when he pronounced “The Christian of the future will 
be a mystic or [they] will not exist at all.” With so little to trust in many self-proclaimed 
Christians in our country especially right now, we need a different mode for communicating 
our deepest convictions and hopes. And I trust Franciscan teacher Richard Rohr who leads 
the popular spiritual retreat Center for Action and Contemplation in NM who says it gives 
him hope that more people are reaching for mystics, what he describes as “rediscovering the 
value of nonduality: a way of thinking, acting, reconciling, boundary-crossing and bridge-
building based on inner experience of God and God’s Spirit moving in the world.” He 
assures, not “throwing out our rational mind, but adding nondual, mystical, contemplative 
consciousness.”  
 
So mysticism at its essence is this experience of the Mysterious Presence of God (however 
you name that God-Ultimate/InterBeing/Mother/Lord/Beloved/Father/Trinity/…in fact 
mystics like to riff on the names of God as an exercise in encountering God. A summoning. 
A love song; poetry and existential identity all in one.)  
 
Mysticism is a spiritual experience. Importantly, it is NOT ONLY a one time aha moment, 
though those episodes often are essential to the mystical life, but a sustained spiritual 
practice that utterly transforms us, changing aspects of our life.  Think of Jesus on the 
mountain at the transfiguration- he comes back down and does some stuff.  Or Moses 
getting the commandments or standing before a burning bush. After that he has some service 
to humankind to accomplish.  
 
Sometimes it involves visions. Mystics talk about seeing God, sure, but also hearing God and 
tasting God. Intriguingly, vision isn’t the highest or “proof” sense, or some kind of gap filler- 
your thinking brain gets you this far and you leap/or see into another reality.  Vision is part 
of the life altering state all along.  How we grasp ultimate reality. It’s not an end point but 
an unfolding, a way of beholding.   
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Why women: 
People often tell Christian stories, like so many other human stories, from a perspective of 
the powerful, the few, the elite males of a culture. Now, they matter but they by no means 
encapsulate all it contains to be human amidst the theater of God’s glory.  So we sort 
through our heritage to ask, what’s the view from over there, behind the storyteller. How 
did the underside of history – the enslaved, the poor, the women- speak even in texts and 
communities that didn’t mean to center them.  The gospel of Luke testifies to this after 
Jesus is executed and the women go first -as always- to tend the body. They proclaim the 
first gospel that Christ is risen! And the crowd of male disciples don’t rejoice because “the 
whole story seemed to them an idle tale; they could not believe the women.” So it goes for 
women in good news and bad.  #Me too. So we look to the sometimes unheralded but 
persistent.  To those bringing forth an alternative power that can heal. That’s why women.   
  
When are mystics. 
They aren’t just in the past.  We have Scriptural testimonies- the prophet Deborah, or the 
unmitigated female voice of desire in the Song of Songs, the Magdalene. We also have early 
church figures, monastics, desert dwellers. In the Middle Ages in Europe, we have an 
abundance of women-authored texts.  For some socio-economic reasons, and also because of 
the period’s vast religious movements to live out a literal imitation of Christ.  Feed the 
sheep. Heal the wounded. Love one another.  
 
Spiritual women have been there all along, whether recorded or not.  And they continue to 
be.  Look around this sanctuary and you’ll see a few who’ve taught us about the abiding 
Presence of God in the world.  So women mystics have always been and God-willing will 
always be essential to the ongoing spiritual life of the church.  That’s why I’ll speak to one 
medieval woman- Hadewijch and one living American author Annie Dillard = because both 
ask us to open ourselves to new ways of experiencing Beauty, Terror, Presence.   
 
What makes mystical vision possible? 
Do you have to be a special model of human? No. 
Do you have to go on pilgrimage, pray precisely, read the tomes of classic theologians, fast 
for a season? No. 
Do you have to live a special lifestyle? Like Hadewijch who was a beguine, those lay women 
who dedicated themselves to living like Christ either in sororities, or solo rooms, or great 
walled cities (some of which still stand).  They made hospitals and cared for the poor, wove 
tapestries, farmed.  Kind of like Peace Corp, or Lutheran or Jesuit Volunteer Corp.  They 
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didn’t enter an official order but led dedicated lives in their towns, never marrying (but 
often coming to this life after marriage and childbirth), and they came from multiple classes.  
They had male clerical supporters and advocates. They wrote some of the most gorgeous 
mystical works. 
 
But you don’t have to be have that special life to have mystical visions. Though I might say 
that a specially attuned lifestyle- a lifestyle of mindfulness and compassion may be required. 
 
Or as Dillard says “if knowledge of God is the end, then these habits of life are not the means 
but the condition in which the means operates…You do not have to do these things – unless 
you want to know God.  They work on you, not on [God].” (An Expedition to the Pole) 
All those practices are great and mystics spend a lot of time talking about preparing 
themselves for holy encounter.  But in the end, the reason why we can connect, maybe even 
become God with God as Hadewijch says, is simpler.  And more profound. 
 
We can have mystical encounters: 
because we are made by a Creator for it– “fearfully and wonderfully made” says our Psalmist.  
This Creator or Life Source willed us into mutual relationship, interconnection. Scripture 
and mystical texts tell us God gets something out of it too. I’ve taken to envisioning this 
God more as a Cosmic Wide Web as of late.  I’m keen to rotate divine imagery so that we 
don’t become stuck or idolatrous with any one version. But think of circuitry (I borrow this 
from Jewish mysticism) and all parts of the world encompass and comprise the Energy of 
God. Our task is to keep the flow. 
 
Any blockage that inhibits our full connection is not some punitive consequence from a 
remote Judge/Punisher for irrevocable misdeeds of our first ancestors. Blockage, or in 
classical theological language “sin,” is what ruptures or breaks connections and impedes the 
intimacy we’re designed for. It’s not inevitably eternal. Spiritual practices help: like 
Communion, nature walks, social justice action, mundane daily activities all open us to that 
flow, to new ways of knowing, to shedding our false and dangerous binaries/certainties, and 
to renewing our relationship with Mysterious Love.  
 
When the great American essayist and modern contemplative Annie Dillard seeks out a solar 
eclipse that arrives with alarming dark coldness, or locks eyes with a weasel while the rest of 
the world seems to fall away she like Hadewijch loses her reason.  She moves beyond solely 
rational modes of knowing and uses creative writing to induce the same in her readers.  She 
wrestles, she says, with the “uncertainty of vision.”  
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Not a chapel at Matins, but a roadside hill with other seekers waiting for the moment the 
sun retreats and hurls her into a unified matrix only to shoot her back out in the world 
bewildered, tingling, with all her senses alive and attuned to possible connections. She 
thinks of the Sublime in ways similar and distinct from the earlier mystics she sometimes 
invokes. She trusts in a firm, holy possibility of wood ducks, Polyphemus moths, and other 
natural wonders that can transform. In our modern era, we may wonder can really imagine 
that we can see God? She understands our skepticism and raises us some mind-bending 
possibilities. 

“It could be that God has not absconded but spread, as our vision and understanding 
of the universe have spread, to a fabric of spirit and sense so grand and subtle, so 
powerful in a new way, that we can only feel blindly of its hem.” (Pilgrim at Tinker 
Creek)  

She pulls back the veil on “another kind of seeing that involves letting go.  When I see this 
way I sway transfixed and emptied.” (Pilgrim at Tinker Creek) 
 
We can do this because the same Energy that pulses throughout the universe, call it God, 
pulses through us. A mutual beholding between Creator and Creature, an explosion, a Big 
Bang of life that quietly spins out among us. Like the Psalmist who speaks directly to God on 
this birthing point: 

when I was being made in secret, 
     intricately woven in the depths of the earth. 
Your eyes beheld my unformed substance. 

The modern and ancient may use different types of language and experiences to get there, 
but they arrive at the similar claim that the miraculous is here and now.  
 
This isn’t a recipe for immediate and enduring bliss. It’s realistic. I mean, if all this wonder 
is possible and we’re still living in a world that behaves like this? Maybe we’re kidding 
ourselves. 
 
Hadewijch sits in rupture and sorrow quiet often.  She names the deepest of griefs and pains 
in a world full of plague and crusade, increasing wealth inequity, and self-doubt.  In a world, 
that is rent and aching, missing the active presence of a saving God she can hardly summon 
the energy to consider herself connected to the Very Love of God. In those states when 
nothing seems to go right, where humans war and personal assurances are far from her 
psyche, she longs “to be one with the Beloved.” To “experience nothing else but sweet love, 
embraces, and kisses.”  
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And God shows up.  In one vision, God comes as a 33 year old Christ who opens his chest to 
feed her the bread and wine of communion. He came to her, she explains 
“as anyone who wholly belongs to another… 
Took me entirely in his arms, pressed me to him; and all my members felt his in full 
happiness, in accordance with the desire of my heart and my humanity.”  
She only has so much strength to bear this overwhelming joy but it has a lasting effect.  It 
opens in her a new way of experiencing  
“Then it was to me as if we were one without difference.  It was thus: Outwardly, to see, 
taste, and feel, as one can outwardly… 
I wholly melted away in him and nothing any longer remained to me of myself.” 
 
Dillard acknowledges the pain of seeking as well, 
“Holiness is a force, and like the others can be resisted. It was given, but I didn’t want to see 
it. God or no God… loneliness unendurable …” 
 
Despite this limit of human capacity, Dillard concludes: 
 
“There are angels in those fields, and, I presume, in all fields, and everywhere else.  I would 
go to the lions for this conviction, to witness this fact.  What all this means about 
perception, or language, or angels, or my own sanity, I have no idea.” (A Field of Silence)  
 
She writes what just may be my spiritual motto:  
“Whether these thoughts are true or not I find less interesting than the 
possibilities for beauty they may hold.” (Sojourner)  
 
Bring on the beauty. 
 “This is the end … where the slopes of knowledge dwindle, and love for its own sake, 
lacking an object begins.” (An Expedition to the Pole) Let’s begin there. 
 
May we, like these spiritual guides, collapse the hard dualism of subject/object, either/or; 
human/God and reconnect to our deepest natures.  Wouldn’t that just be grand? Let’s see 
what energy that brings to our world.  Let’s trust in the possibilities of beauty that awaken 
right there, in those sustained lives fueled by holy connections. Oh, with delight, let’s 
envision the world that we, when empowered by the Integrative Love, can partner to co-
create. Let’s be God with God. 


