A WILD MYSTICISM?

Rex A. E. Hunt

Twinkle, twinkle, little star,
How I wonder what you are!'

“There can be no separation between natural and reli-
gious mysticism. The experience of nature and human

nature is religious experience.”

The year was 1931. Not long home from postgraduate stud-
ies in Germany at the University of Marburg with “the fore-
most theologian and mystic™® Rudolf Otto (1869-1937) and
still shaping his version of “mystical naturalism,”
American theologian, Bernard Eugene Meland (1899-
1993), penned an article called “The Worship Mood.” In
that article he wrote:

a young

Have you ever communed in the first person with this
total wealth of living life about you? Have you ever stood
with awe and wonder before the unbounded totality of all
reality—this ongoing process we call the universe, feel-
ing your own intimacy with all its life, thrilling with the
realisation of the magnitude of that relationship, relat-
ing you to all the world’s life, past, present and future? If
you have, you have experienced first hand religion.?

I have shared this quote on several occasions, both in oral
presentations and in various writings. I have done so tak-
ing my lead from Indigenous author Bruce Pascoe who
claimed sometimes you need to “repeat something a hun-
dred times before a bell rings in the colony.”® And I have
also done so because for me it was such an ideas-shattering
suggestion beyond anything I had heard during my official
theological studies so many years ago. I hope it can give
a clue as to what contemporary mystical naturalism might
look and feel like. Not in the occult, misty sense, but in the
sense that it claims the roots of human life go into the uni-
verse itself “and that in all that we are—biological organ-
isms, mental attainments, and social institutions—we are
true children of the earth.””

The question mark in my title is important: a query
rather than a declaration. Sharing this journey of query are
glimpses from the compelling thoughts of Bernard Meland
coupled with the Celtic wisdom of the Irish philosopher
and poet John O’Donohue (1956-2008), both from the
more progressive/liberal understanding of Christianity.
However, my journey companions will also have a fellow
traveler on a side road, Kenneth L. Patton (1911-1994).
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Patton, a poet, artist, and respected liberal/humanist,
was the former minister of the experimental Universalist
Charles Street Meeting House in Boston (USA) from 1949
to the mid-1960s.® He developed a poetic naturalistic mys-
ticism around the themes of “being at home in the uni-
verse”—probably sharing with Meland an influence shaped
from their times at the University of Chicago—coupled
with the “sense of mystery.”

While there are differences between Meland and
O’Donohue, there are also some significant similarities.

* Both did postgraduate studies in Germany either with
or on a mystic: Meland at Marburg, O’Donohue at
Tubingen.

¢ Both have an urgent sensitivity toward humanity and
our place in nature, expressed in the language of
“appreciative awareness” or “sensitive awareness.”

¢ Both were creatively out of step with the dominant the-
ology of their day, which caused ecclesiastical superiors
to become suspicious of them.

* Both approached life with a well-informed, deeply
rooted aesthetic, characterised by the “sensitivity of
the poet.” To respond appreciatively to reality, to what
that awareness gives. To feel at home in the universe.

“Mysticism is not an abandonment of reason,” suggested
Meland, “but a new integration of emotion and reason . . .
and not in any evangelical urge.”'’ He was highly critical of
supernatural religion that fostered a sense of strangeness
toward the natural world." Similarly, but drawing inspira-
tion from Ireland’s rich spiritual heritage of Celtic thought
and imagination, O’Donohue’s passionate concerns were
wonder, imagination, and possibility. In his second book,
Eternal Echoes, he writes:

Wonder enlarges the heart. When you wonder, you
are drawn out of yourself. The cage of the ego and
the railtracks of purpose no longer hold you prisoner.
Wonder creates a lyrical space where thought and
feeling take leave of their repetitive patterns, to regain
their original impulse of reverence before the mystery
of what is. Such a tiny word, yet is confers the highest
dignity and mystery. . . . To say something is means that it
has real presence, it is not a fantasy nor a mere notion.'?
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Is. A puff of experience at a moment in time. That wonder,
integration, and sensitivity is shaped most creatively when
we adopt a lifestyle that follows the advice of poets and
mystics. Thus my practical thesis toward a “wild”*® natural
mysticism:

Pay attention.

Rejoice in it.

Care for it.

Cultivate a culture of reverence and gratitude.

“Mysticism is the means whereby men outreach themselves,
extend themselves beyond previous confines, stretch the
tent of their comprehension and observation to cover a
larger plot of the universe.”"*

Meister Eckhart’s “Wild” God

So what of mysticism? Saturated with both supernatu-
ralism and idealism, traditional mysticism supports the
notion that knowledge of the divine “comes to one who is
properly attuned, in moments of heightened awareness.”'?
Early Western mysticism began to take shape around the
third century and it found a special expression in medieval
times with such persons as Hildegard of Bingen (1098-
1179), Meister Johannes Eckhart (c.1260-1328), Julian of
Norwich (1342-1416), and Thomas a Kempis (1380-1471),
to name but a few.

At the suggestion of his PhD super-
visor, John O’Donohue studied the
writings of Meister Eckhart, a German
Catholic theologian, philosopher, and
mystic. O’Donohue suggested that
Eckhart’s idea of God was “that there
is nothing closer to us than God. That
is what made the Church suspicious of
him—that Eckhart brought God too
much down to earth.”'® He explains further that the God
Eckhart believed in was “an incredibly ‘wild’ kind of God!”"”

“Wild” is something you cannot tame—and I suppose
one of the things institutional religion does is to have
a few “official tamers” on hand in case the divine thing
wakens up in too wild a way. . . . Eckhart is “wilder” in his
thinking about God than even the best atheists. . . . God is
that wilderness in which everyone is alone.'

Eckhart’s ideas became a primary and profound influence
on O’Donohue in those postdoctoral years. He claimed
that Eckhart believed everything had its origin in the mind
of God. “People, landscapes, oceans, stars, birds, stones,
flowers—none of them are here by accident, but each of
them was born within the mind of God . . . a very artistic
notion of the divine imagination.”"

The reward for Eckhart’s theology of a “wild God” was
to be tried before the Inquisition and condemned as a her-

etic. Eckhart had transgressed the traditional monotheistic
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orniginal tmpulse of reverence All
before the mystery of what is. 2

tradition of transcendence or, to be more precise, vertical
transcendence.

Transcendence: Vertical and Horizontal
Hierarchical vertical transcendence is one of the core
themes of monotheistic religion.

The direction is vertical; the ultimate and the absolute
are at the top. Order triumphs over messiness, coherence
negates confusion, beauty trumps ugliness, purpose defeats
meaninglessness. As we ascend . . . so do we satisfy our hier-
archical impulse to rise above what we were.

In the vertical mode, spiritual cultivation is solitary
and unrooted. One’s response is made by fitting into an
ideal scheme that has everything to do with “order, coher-
ence, beauty, and purpose. ... Gods are revealed to us who
design, who have a plan, who radiate beauty and truth.”?!
But Meland, and perhaps O’Donohue, appears to have
recognized another understanding of transcendence. It is
called horizontal transcendence, which can be described
as being “about responding to the nature of nature with
attunement and participation and delight.”** The “delight”
is with the particular: “the ladybug crawling on the rock,
the fuzzy moss, the sickly dune grass, the mucky mud by
the river.”*® For we are always “situated beings,” in a par-
ticular location as there is no world posited apart from the

historically ongoing one within which

Wonder creates a lyrical space we find ourselves. Horizontal tran-
where thought and feeling
take leave of their repetitive

patterns, to regain therr %

scendence “is not about hierarchy; it
is about being part of the whole, being
alive to all. It is infused with humil-
ity.”?* Life becomes suddenly and mar-
velously abundant.

offer

religious orientations

reward. Vertical transcendence’s

reward is hierarchical traditions uni-
fied with a purposeful Creator. Horizontal transcendence’s
reward is homecoming, an attunement with nature, and

our delight in participating in the great unfolding.

The task of interpreting the spiritual life in terms of the
natural order of existence remains a compelling prob-
lem. So long as we conceive it as a negation of super-
natural tenets, we shall be hampered in our efforts. The
most profitable course would be to let go of the super-
natural in such a way that we shall be able to embrace its
contentions naturalistically.®

Courtship of the Particular
Victoria Loorz, author of Church of the Wild, writes,

People exploit what they have merely concluded to be
of value, but they defend what they love. To defend what
we love we need a particularizing language, for we love
what we particularly know. This is a courtship of the
particular.?
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“Courtship of the particular” is another interesting and
poetic phrase. I would place it alongside Rabbi Abraham
Heschel’s comment that human beings are “the cantors of
the universe,” able to sing praise and thanks in the name
of all the rest.”

So take a stone. A particular stone.

Perhaps one from among the oldest rocks in Western
Australia that are 4.3 billion years old.

Or a stone, the gift between a Gentoo penguin to another
during “courting.”

Or one from the island of Iona* in the Inner Hebrides of
western Scotland, from the beach at St. Columba’s Bay.
Hurtling through space in some asteroid belt when earth
got in the way,

Here long before we were ever dreamed.

Holding out against transience.

Always faithfully there.

Perfectly silent.?

“Some of the oldest rocks in the world are on the western
side of the island of Iona,” writes John O’Donohue in his
reflection “Stone and Fire.” “These rocks remember and
preserve in their clear interiority the primal silence from
an aeon before life risked itself into texture, before indi-

viduality ever discovered its inner mirror.”*

At-Homeness in the Universe

Like the trees in the forests and the cattle upon a thou-
sand hills, man has creature relations with the environ-
ing universe. As a physical [and social] organism, he is
assured support in his ventures. And since existence is
a basic factor in the actualising of human values, this
organic at-homeness in our environment is a matter of
great importance.*

“At-homeness in the universe,” said Meland back then,
ahead of his time. Forty-five years later he added a cau-
tionary lament. Athomeness entails that we understand
ourselves

not as plunderers and exploiters of nature’s resources,
but as creatures of earth, born of its processes, nurtured
and sustained by the subtle and intricate interchange
as humanly evolved organisms within this enveloping
atmosphere. . . . I cringed at the thought of the Christian
legacy setting its seal of approval upon it, either through
glib, biblical utterances, or through intricate arguments
offered by theologians whose views of man and creation
hardly entitled them to be called a child of earth. And
I hoped that God might find their views offensive, too.*

Nature is so significant now in the twenty-first century that
all our beliefs must be reformulated so as to take nature
into account. This will require us to abandon our primary
understanding of Earth as a natural resource for unlimited
human use and to cultivate “a primary understanding of
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Earth . . . as the source whence we were born, the nourish-
ment that sustains us while we are living, our healing in
moments of distress, and the way to our final destiny.”*

Theistic persons traditionally offer reverence to a super-
natural deity. Theistic naturalists conceive of g-o-d as the
creative process within the universe. Non-theistic persons
are called to revere the whole enterprise of planetary exis-
tence, for without reverence we will gradually descend into
ecocide.*

Whatever else scientific thinking has contributed, it
has certainly amplified the activity and scope of the natu-
ral world, away from the supematural to the natural. Taking
nature to heart, suggests philosopher Jerome Stone, “does
not leave a person with any fewer spiritual benefits than
taking to heart the teachings of supematuralist traditions.”

We don’t need to look for rarefied supernatural revela-
tion. We simply need to recognise the sacrality of everything
around us. And that recognition needs the language of rev-
erence that conveys the depth, richness, and complexity of
our natural world and that voices a call for faithfulness to
the richness of that lived experience instead of abstractions
about nature.*

There is only one world, that of nature, in which all
things belong. ... The mystery is not in the flower; the
flower is the mystery. All things are the mystery. They
are. That is all.¥

Thus the most imperative undertaking in life, call it one’s
religion or philosophy of life, is the endeavour to adapt
oneself courageously to the facts of existence and thus pre-
pare to live the life of integrity.*

The Mysticism of Natural Experience

A wild mysticism? My query raises its head again. Not in the
occult, misty sense, but in the sense that it claims the roots
of human life go into the universe itself.

Practice noticing and listening.

Inhale and absorb nature’s elixir.

Make nature central to any belief system.

Follow the rhythm of nature through the seasons.
Be open to journeying in trackless “heretical” places.

We are the earth speaking to the earth. Because we can
only grow into an authentic life with integrity by being
immersed in the natural world out of which we were
“begotten” in the first place as earthlings “and not merely
ensouled beings awaiting our fuller realisation in a life
hereafter.”*

If we are to find the mysticism of natural experience we

must attend to nature in its particularity.

A mossy stone pitted by wind and rain.
A tree alive in its soil.
Aladybug on an autumn leaf.
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Life becomes loveless and drab when shorn of its stars and
hyacinths.

Being at home in the universe, soaking in the brilliant
flourishing around oneself, both intellectually and emo-
tionally, is a precondition not merely for survival but for
the articulation and development of our deeper selves, as
earthlings.

In Conclusion
So some last words at the start of a new beginning already
begun: a wild mystical naturalism.

The conviction that “the earth is actually and literally
the mother of us all” is the beginning of a mystical natural-
ism and the basis for a new theistic worship.*’

I would love to live
Like a river flows
Carried by the surprise
Of its own unfolding.*

There is more to be found in working the earth in a garden
than in opening a can of peas. If one is to find the mysti-
cism of natural experience he must avail himself of nature.
We are all children of earth, and there is a depth in us that
is enriched and impregnated only through the soil.*? IR
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Westar News

Upcoming Conference

May 29-31 in San Diego!

Idolatry & Power: Exposing False Idols
with the Scholarship of Religion
Exciting things are on the
horizon! Westar’s in-person
conference (with a virtual
option) is set to take place
in the vibrant city of San

Westar Conference

ldolatry & Power: Exposing False ldols
with the Scholarship of Religion
May 29-31, 2025
San Diego, California
Shining the light of scholarship on literalism’s claims of divine authority.

Diego, California. Join us
for thought-provoking ses-
sions, engaging discussions,
and the chance to connect
with fellow scholars and
learners. And yes, it’s going to be fun! You won’t want to
miss the Cheeses of Nazareth wine & cheese reception or
the Scholars in the Fishbowl event, which was a big hit last
year. We’ll hear from the Christianity Seminar and get a
sneak peek at two new Seminars. Featured keynote speak-
ers Drs. Rita Nakashima Brock and Gary Dorrien will cen-

ter the gathering. Together, we’ll uncover ancient wisdom,
expose modern idols, and explore how idolatry and power
continue to shape our world—and what we can do about
it. To view the schedule and register, visit: https://www.wes-
tarinstitute.org/event/westar-conference-2025. Questions?
Please email Maria at mfinlinson@westarinstitute.org.

Heartfelt Thanks to Fundraising Consultant

and Member Janet Bartlett

We extend our sincere gratitude to Janet, who has been an
invaluable fundraising consultant for Westar. While she is
moving on from her consulting role, Janet shares that her
membership with Westar continues, allowing her to “enjoy
and appreciate the wealth of programs and information
that is consistently offered by Westar.” Thank you, Janet,
for your dedication and support—you will always be part of
the Westar community!

Westar Institute Moves Office to California

We’re excited to announce that Westar Institute has relo-
cated to California! This move brings new opportunities
and requires adjustments to the structure of our board
to ensure compliance with California nonprofit laws. We
appreciate your understanding and support during this
transition. Stay tuned for more updates as we continue
to evolve and grow. Our new mailing address is: Westar
Institute, 41877 Enterprise Circle N, Suite 200, Temecula,
California, 92590.

The Fourth R 38.2

Final Tributes for Roy Hoover

A memorial service for Roy W. Hoover, a
veteran scholar of the Jesus Seminar, was
held Sunday, January 5, at Horizon House,
a retirement in Seattle.
Hoover, coeditor of The Five Gospels, was
known for organizational exactness. He
had prepared detailed notes for shaping a formal service.

He chose the hymns and requested that selections from his

community

favorite theologians, Gordon Kaufman and Paul Tillich, be
read, as well as passages from his own publications. He also
wanted selections from Handel to be the musical bookends
of the service.

Robert Matson, his cousin and Professor of History
at the University of Pittsburgh, and Andrew Scrimgeour,
former Chair of the Westar Board, were co-officiants. A
memorial tribute was given by Robert A. Skotheim, former
president of Whitman College (Walla Walla, Washington),
where Hoover taught for most of his career. Scrimgeour
read tributes from Lane McGaughy, Arthur Dewey, and
Robert Miller, longtime colleagues in the Jesus Seminar,
then added his own. Char Matejovsky, Robert Funk’s widow,
and Wayne Guenther, former Westar Board member, were
in attendance.

Hoover’s extensive professional files will become part of
the Archives of the Society of Biblical Literature, located
at Emory University in Atlanta.

Roy W. Hoover
January 1, 1932—-October 22, 2024.
He was 92.
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