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OUR SPIRITUAL SIDE: Part two: WONDER, MYSTERY, PARADOX 

AND ASTROPHYSICS 

In the parish magazine for December 2012/January 2013 there is a shorter version of this article. 

This is the second of five articles about developing spirituality.  They are based on the book The 

Naked Now by Richard Rohr.  All of the ideas are his and quite a lot of the words too.  I hope they 

help you in your journey through life.  They have helped me. 

The first article introduced the Authors distinction between dualistic thinking and contemplation.  I 

ended with a suggestion that you contemplate the phrase  ‘God, you were here all along and I never 

knew it.’  When I contemplated this phrase I wondered how often I have not heard Him say ‘Follow 

me’.     I also began to think of all the times of joy and pain in my life when He had been there and I 

never knew it.  Times that I would have liked to have shared with Him.  And I still think about this 

phrase sometimes.  I wonder where you got to with this phrase? 

The author’s overall message is we can develop our spirituality by thinking in a contemplative way.    

So I was left with the question of how can we think contemplatively?  Are there any techniques?  

1 Wonder 

 Why a picture of a giraffe?  Wondering is central to 

contemplative thinking.    I saw this recently in my grandchild as he 

saw giraffes for the first time.  He just looked in wonder.   We have 

all wondered as children, have we lost it as adults? 

Wondering implies 3 things:  Standing in disbelief, Standing in the 

question itself, and Standing in awe before something.   These 

three standings are a way to grow spiritually, providing we are 

open and not drowned with disbelief, scepticism and negativity. 

Notice that there is a difference between wondering and needing answers.  In particular needing 

answers that are certainties, and preferably answers about everything!  Wondering does not seek 

answers in a dualistic way.  We wonder at mysteries and paradoxes and live with the uncertainty in a 

contemplative way. 

For examples of wondering in the Bible see the story of Mary wondering about the message from 

the angel in Luke1:29 and when the disciples see Jesus after the crucifixion in Luke 24.41.   

As an aside the author adds ironically ‘There are lots of things to wonder at including why people 

who dislike religion tend to attack it with the same dogmatism that they hate in religion!’  

We can develop our spirituality by just wondering about God in contemplation and without seeking 

answers. 



 
 

2 
 

2 Mystery 

Quote from Albert Einstein: The most beautiful thing we can experience is the 

mysterious.  It is the source of all true art and science.  He to whom this ‘emotion’ is a 

stranger, who can no longer pause to wonder or stand rapt in awe, is as good as dead.  

His eyes are closed.’ 

There was one mystery I will highlight that the Author describes and that has given me cause to 

wonder. 

The mystery is this:  Why is it that we still think of ourselves as mere humans trying desperately to 

become ‘spiritual’ whereas the Christian revelation is that we are already spiritual (‘In God’) and our 

difficult but necessary task is to learn to be truly human.   

It is in our humanity that we are still so wounded, so needy, so unloving, so self hating, and so in 

need of enlightenment.   We have spawned centuries of people trying to be spiritual and religious, 

whereas our record on basic humanness is rather pitiful.  In the last 2000 years we have and still do 

brutally murder our fellow man.   It has taken us this time to even begin to address some of the 

arrogance of our discriminations and the violence of sexual exploitation. There are plenty of 

examples of man’s inhumanity to man.  It is a mystery to me that Jesus’ message has been so widely 

ignored by the Western world.   

Our dualistic mind seems to need only to split and divide despite all the scriptural affirmations to the 

contrary.   The sad result is that we could not see, honour, and reconcile the mystery inside of 

ourselves or in one another.   It is in contemplation that we may find a way to say yes to the infinite 

mystery of Jesus and the infinite mystery that we are ourselves.  They are finally the same mystery.   

In chapter 10 of his book he gives us a sample of the vast evidence of Jesus’ contemplative thinking if 

you want to see more examples.    Matthew 11:27 says ‘No one knows the Father except the Son 

and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.’  He seemed to know that this mystery of being 

both divine and human would take a very long time to absorb and understand.   

3 Paradox and faith 

We do wonder at paradoxes and to help us understand the Author’s idea of contemplation, we need 

to live with paradoxes.  A paradox is something that seems a contradiction and there are many of 

them in our faith.  Think of Jesus, he is both human and divine; Mary both virgin and mother; God is 

one and three; the Eucharist both bread and Jesus.  Paradox undermines dualistic thinking at its very 

root.  To a dualistic thinker a paradox is weak thinking, confused, simply illogical and quickly 

dismissed.  

The modern phenomenon of religious fundamentalism shows an almost incomplete incapacity to 

deal with paradox, and shows how much we have regressed.   

We must learn to live with paradox and even love paradox or we will never be wise, forgiving or 

possessing the patience of good relationships.    

In reality if we are honest all of life is paradoxical.  There is nothing on this earth that is not a mixture 

at the same time of good and bad, helpful and unhelpful, endearing and maddening, living and 
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dying.  Start with your own spouse or partner or children or parents or you or me!   We are all 

without exception a mixed blessing.   

We have to agree to live with this tension at least for a while, for example waiting in hope where we 

also have to wait with patience.  I think the Author is saying that the very nature of faith is this 

‘opening and holding pattern’ in our thinking when we contemplate mysteries and paradoxes.   

He says,’....  faith in Christianity has largely become believing things to be true or false.  (faith as 

intellectual consent) instead of giving people concrete practices so they could themselves know how 

to open up (contemplate), hold on (hope) and allow an infilling from another source (love).   We 

must move from a belief based religion to a practised one or little will change.  We will merely 

continue to argue about what we are supposed to believe and who the unbelievers are.’ 

The author says:  ‘We have morphed into Churchianity more than any genuine transformative 

Christianity.   Today many Christians see their faith as a belief and belonging system rather than a 

full lifestyle’.     

What faith is not.    Faith is not blind assent, or even reasoned assent, but an essential part of 

spiritual change and development.  Faith is a word that points to an initial opening of the heart or 

mind from our side.  Its about making a new start, letting go of the old, going through a stage of 

uncertainty so we can move onto another level.   This stepping over in uncertainty is largely what we 

mean by faith and it explains why Doubt and Faith often go together – the greater the faith the 

greater the doubt.   

Our faith is not that dogmas and moral opinions are true, but a faith that God is accessible to us – 

and even on our side.  Jesus was able to touch and heal people who trusted him as an emissary of 

God’s love, not people who assessed intellectual statements and decided whether they are true or 

false. 

Faith enlightens the path behind you, but as a rule, in front of you is still in dark – now however not 

so threatening or impossible because for you ‘the light shines on in the darkness and the darkness 

cannot overpower it’   John 1:5 

You can tell a developed spiritual faith by people’s ability to deal with darkness and failure – and by 

their quiet but confident joy!  See Galatians 5:22 for Paul’s well known list of the fruits of the spirit. 

4 Astrophysics  

He says that great scientists now teach about mystery and paradox as well. 

So if you study atoms and astrophysics, galaxies and the nature of space and time, you will learn that 

it is possible for an electron to be here and there at the same time.  It 

looks at first sight logically impossible.   

Quantum physics and astrophysics are filled with similar logical 

impossibilities, – everything from black holes, dark matter, neutrinos – 
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which are invisible and weightless and yet essential to keep matter and antimatter from cancelling 

each other out.   

We all have heard that light is both a wave and a particle and scientists long ago gave up trying to 

prove it was just one! 

Conclusion 

His message is why do we want certainty, as if we could think our way to God in logical steps?   We 

need prayer, honest study and waiting.  On our inner journeys we also have our ‘open and holding’ 

thinking.  We have to trust our early glimpses and wait for more clues – that is faith.   

When you have time to be still this week, try being contemplative with this mystery:   Jesus told us 

that divinity looked just like him – while he looked ordinarily human to everyone!  I am still 

wondering about this idea, and the more I do the more it seems to affect me.  In stillness, come back 

to these words and let them sit in your head.  And ask yourself what this phrase means for you. 

In the next 3 parts I will explore these aspects of spirituality:  Great love and great suffering, Prayer 

and contemplation and finish with some thoughts from The Naked Now that have stopped me in my 

tracks.  A copy of the book is in St Mary’s church if you want to read more. 

There is also a loan copy of a CD available from me with three contemplative exercises if you want to 

explore this form of prayer on your own. 

Charles A Holme   

July 2012 

 


