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2nd Sunday of Lent, Year C
Becoming Mystics
If I were to call somebody a “mystic,” what would you think?  Perhaps you think of a person wearing a long robe who has left the cares of the world behind and sits absorbed in prayer.  Perhaps you think of a saint who is called a mystic, like Teresa of Avila, John of the Cross, or Bonaventure–a person who has profound insights and moving experiences of God.  Perhaps you think of a modern-day visionary who claims to perform miracles and to see Jesus, Mary, or angels.   

The word “mystic” is difficult to define.  Even in Catholic Theology, Fr. John Hardon found three different descriptions of a mystic (see the article “Visions and Visionaries” archived by The Real Presence Association).  He said that a person could fit just one description or all three at once.  One type of mystic is like the visionary I mentioned—a person with miraculous gifts.  When these gifts truly come from God, they are given for the sake of other people, and tell us nothing about the mystic’s personal holiness.  Another type of mystic is like the saints I mentioned—a person gifted in contemplative prayer.  God gives these mystics special insights about Himself which surpass human knowledge.  If you have ever tried to read the mystical writings of the saints, you know how deep their insights and experiences of God were.  
The last type of mystic is the most important for us today, because each of us is meant to become that person.  The final description of a mystic is simply a holy person who has reached perfection in the Christian life.  We call this person a mystic on account of the way he or she achieves perfection.  The way to become a mystic, says the Catechism, is by participating “in the mystery of Christ through the sacraments,” which are also called “the holy mysteries” (§2014).  If we think about it, every sacrament reveals to us a mystery beyond human knowledge.  In Baptism sins are washed away by the Holy Spirit working through water, and we become literally children of the Father Whom we cannot see.  In Confession, our friendship with God, which we break through sin, is mended by the words of a priest speaking on Christ’s behalf.  In Holy Communion, we receive the God Who cannot be contained, yet Who is contained in a tiny wafer of bread, and Who became a man on this earth while remaining God forever.  
These ideas shock me with every sacrament I celebrate!  In fact, one reason I became a priest was to get closer to the holy mysteries, to the sacraments, so that I could appreciate them more and share with others how amazing they are!  I share this with you now because our calling to become mystics, to become holy through the holy mysteries of the sacraments, is within our grasp during Lent.  The Catechism reminds us that “the way of perfection passes by way of the Cross.  There is no holiness without renunciation and spiritual battle” (§2015).  It comes as no accident that our Gospel last week recounting the Temptations of Christ is followed this week by the Transfiguration of Christ.  Even for Jesus, a mystical union with the Father, with Moses, and with Elijah only came after a time of renunciation and spiritual battle in the desert.  
The things we have given up for Lent or the new disciplines we have started form the first step to becoming mystics.  The second step is to take part in the mysteries of Christ through the sacraments.  But simply showing up for Mass or for Confession is not enough.  We need to think about or contemplate the holy mysteries to become a mystic.  That is the purpose of personal prayer and of Catholic devotions—to help us step back and think about the mysteries of Christ’s life revealed in the sacraments.  
Praying the rosary is meant to open up to us the joyful, sorrowful, luminous, and glorious mysteries of Jesus and Mary’s lives.  The Stations of the Cross, which we pray here on Wednesdays at 7pm, open up so many mysteries to us.  How can the invincible God suffer?  Why did people reject Christ’s message of peace and love with violence and hatred?  Why do we still reject his message by sinning against God and neighbor?  How does Christ continue to forgive our sins in Baptism and Confession by the water and blood flowing from his pierced side on the cross?  How is the sacrifice of Christ on the cross re-presented to us in the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass?  
Becoming mystics, becoming holy through the holy mysteries of the sacraments is within our grasp during Lent.  We have all begun the way of renunciation and spiritual battle.  We can all continue on the way to holiness and perfection through personal prayer and devotions.  This Lent, do more than simply show up for the sacraments.  Contemplate the holy mysteries, and you too will become a mystic.
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