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“MYSTICISM” 
 
THE “MORE THAN” 
 
Everything points; life is evocative.  Nothing is merely this or that; every person, event or 
thing says: “Not me, more than me!”  The more we know about the cosmos, the more 
we know we do not know; every discovery or answer is an invitation to go further.  “The 
more than” pervades all that is.  It is most obviously there in the spectacular and the 
very beautiful and the highly complex; it is also there in the mundane and the ordinary, it 
is as much part of the grain of sand as the ocean that produced it, as much in the 
moment of exciting triumph as in the moment of boredom, in the experience of 
happiness as in the experience of sadness. 
 
My own heart constantly presses for the “more than” – never completely satisfied, 
always leaning out over the abyss.  Any moment of satisfaction or completion is 
temporary and itself contains the seeds of dissatisfaction and incompleteness.  To be 
human is to be always in between; life is suspension, and we do a violence to ourselves 
– and others – when we try to pretend otherwise.  And we are all prone to pretend 
otherwise, because we cannot stand … what?  The anxiety?  The fear?  The sadness of it 
all?  The loneliness?  The terror?  Probably all of these and a whole lot more.  Thus we 
flee into busyness, we hoard possessions, we escape into roles, we sleep or eat or drink 
too much, we use a multitude of subterfuges and games and pretensions to 
escape.  The tragedy is that if we only faced these experiences – the anxiety, fear, 
sadness, etc – we would discover in them and through them the “more than” that would 
lead us into an experience of freedom and grace that we cannot even begin to imagine 
while we are in flight mode.  The Irish Dominican, Donagh O’Shea, describes this nicely: 
 
Fear takes on many disguises and it lurks in everything we do.  Its chief form is 
restlessness.  This restlessness drives us into a search for constant entertainment, a 
forlorn attempt to forget our reality entirely.  We have to dismantle this restlessness, 
layer by layer; we have to look underneath.  What do we find?  We find sadness.  No, I 
am not talking about depression or anything that we should be cured of.  I am talking 
about a calm and gentle sadness that lies at the heart of human existence; it is an 
essential quality of being human, as distinct from being a machine.  If we run away from 
it we are running away from human life itself.  It is not quite what people usually mean 
by sadness, and in the long run it is the real basis of joy.  It is a kind of tenderness; it 
ensures that we approach everything as human beings, open and vulnerable; it is the 
essential face of humanity. 
 
MISFITS WHO BELONG 
 
We will always be pretending – living in flight mode – unless or until we acknowledge 
that the “more than” of life is the constant reminder and intimation of what we desire 
most.  Unless or until we face the heart’s hunger for the “more than” and what it points 
to, and allow ourselves to feel the deep lostness and incompleteness that come from 



our constant brushes with the “more than” and what it reveals about us, we will hold 
back from our best possibilities as human beings. 
 
We are all misfits who belong; none of us fits here, but we all belong here.  We waste too 
much of our time and energy and talent on trying not to be misfits – we do so want to 
fit.  In our anxiety we believe that if we fit, we will be “someone”.  There is one thing more 
tragic than this anxious striving to fit – that is the belief, finally, that one does fit. 
 
We are made for the “more than”.  We could also say that we are made – or become 
what we most deeply are – in and through the “more than”.  What the German 
philosopher, Martin Heidegger, says of the discipline of philosophy applies to life as 
such: 

University philosophers will never understand what Novalis said:  ‘Philosophy is, 
strictly speaking, a homesickness’.  It is not a discipline that can be learned 
...  He who does not know what homesickness is, cannot philosophise … 
because we do not feel at home anywhere, because we are unceasingly being 
pushed up against Being, against that because we feel at home nowhere except 
on the way to the total and essential.  We are without a native land and are 
restlessness itself, living restlessness; it is because of this that it is necessary for 
us to philosophise.  ...  And we are not allowed to let it pass away, to comfort 
ourselves in an illusion about totality and a satisfactory infinitude.  We must not 
only bear this restlessness in us but accentuate it  ....  only then are we in a 
position to be ‘gripped’.  And when we thus make ourselves ‘grippable’, by 
handing ourselves over to reality, our homesickness makes us into human 
beings. 

 
WHAT IS MYSTICISM? 
 
Mysticism is what happens when we hear and heed the call of the “more than” – we 
slowly discover that we are one with the One.  We are all called to be mystics; mysticism 
is the deepest expression of our humanity.  We want unity – with ourselves, with others, 
with the world, with what is true and good and beautiful.  Those we call “great mystics” – 
Benedict, Bernard, Teresa, Catherine, etc – are pioneers of humanity; these are the 
people who have travelled to the farther reaches of human nature and speak of their 
experience. 
 
Specifically Christian mysticism grows in and through the Paschal Mystery.  It is Christ-
centred.  Its great symbols are the cross and the empty tomb.  The “more than” that 
beckons us in every moment of every day opens into the freedom of the children of God 
– through Him, with Him, in Him.  Jesus did not come to teach us a moral code, but to 
set us free to become one with the One we now call, Abba.  What is Christianity?  It is 
“being in love”.  In that communion of love we find communion with ourselves, with 
other people and with the created world.  We also uncover a wonderful paradox: in the 
one-ness we find our unique individuality and true identity.  There we also discover the 
truth of every person, event or thing. 
 



Finally, a word of warning: it is very easy to lose one’s bearings in yielding to the “more 
than”.  There is, for example, only a hair’s breadth between mysticism and madness – and 
fanaticism.  Mysticism is intimacy with the Great Mystery; madness is loss of intimacy; 
fanaticism is (toxic) intimacy with ego – your own or someone else’s.  Mysticism needs 
the checks of community and the wisdom of experienced guides.  This is not a journey to 
make on one’s own.  Would it be better, therefore, not to attempt the journey, to ignore 
the call of the “more than”, to live a controlled, ordered, respectable existence?  How do 
you think Jesus would respond to such a suggestion?  That sort of domestication of 
existence has been the death of Christianity.  The renewal of Christianity – the recovery 
of the power of the Gospel for our world – depends on a new generation of well-grounded 
Christian mystics more than anything else. 
 
SUGGESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION 
 
 
1. Describe in your own words the “more than” as you experience it in daily living. 
2. Why do you think we play games and pretend?  Reflect on your own experience. 
3. Have you felt the “sadness” Donagh O’Shea speaks of?  Reflect. 
4. What do you make of the suggestion that we are all misfits, but we all belong? 
5. What do you think Heidegger means by “satisfactory infinitude”? 
6. “Our homesickness makes us into human beings.”  Reflect. 
7. “Christianity is being in love.”  Reflect. 
8. Who do you say Jesus is? 
9. What is the essence of the Gospel? 
10. “Renewal depends on well-grounded Christian mystics more than anything 

else.”  Reflect. 
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