
* * *
“Seeing and Saying”

* * *

For many, many years now I have ended these times together by saying, “No 
matter where you go this week, no matter what happens, remember this: you carry 
precious cargo. So, watch your step."

I began doing that right after 9/11.

Our awareness of how perilous the times are in which we live and how fragile our 
lives are seems to be in our face more and more.

The precious cargo that you carry is you. I’m convinced that if we could just be 
aware of our true identity, this world would be okay.

We returned this year for the 8th or 9th time to the annual conference put on by the 
Center for Action and Contemplation. I have been a follower of Richard Rohr’s for 
at least 25 years. I have read most of what he has written and consider him one of 
my primary spiritual teachers. It was through listening to his recordings, first on 
cassettes (remember cassettes?) and then CDs, that I first learned of what, at that 
time, was referred to as “the year end conference” put on by Rohr’s organization. 
That designation has long-since changed. I decided to go. Warning: if you go once, 
you’ll get addicted. We have been going for many years.

This year’s conference was, in my mind, mandatory because one of the speakers 
was Ilia Delio. She was the woman, a Franciscan Nun and Ph.D. who teaches 
cosmology and spirituality at Villanova, who was such a transformative force for 
me last year.

Also speaking there this year was Shane Claiborne.

(Here is a link to learn more about him - https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Shane_Claiborne )

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shane_Claiborne


He may be one of the most authentic, “where-the-rubber-meets-the-road” radical 
Christians I’ve ever met. For example, he so does not want anything he purchases 
to ride on the backs of the poor that he makes his own clothes - including his 
shoes. He is a bright, well-educated, funny guy. I think he is a lot like what Jesus 
was. That’s another topic for another time.

By the way, there were 13 people from Ordinary Life, including my son, who 
attended this event. Some of them are here today and some of them are not back 
yet. Ask them when you see them what they thought about it.

There was a video shown to open the conference (here is a link to that video - 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BQgNrnWZVSI [Warning! Explicit 
language!]) that contained an interview with rapper Prince Ea. It is titled “What no 
one wants to say about Furgerson.”

Among other things Prince Ea talks about how when we blindly buy into the myths 
of our culture we behave in ways that keep contributing to an unsustainable future.  
It doesn’t matter what the culture is - here, Afghanistan, Syria, North Korea - 
wherever. Our tribe, our government, our culture tells us something is true and we 
blindly believe it. We are taught that race is real, that war will solve problems, that 
love is weak, etc.

What most people do not do is go deep within to know who they truly are. Prince 
Ea quotes Jesus when he said, “Forgive them because they do not know what they 
do.” We don’t know what we do because we don’t know who we are.

Remember: one of the things we are trying to do is deepen our awareness of who 
we are, our true identity. My contention is that who we are is who we are in God. 
No more. No less.

“No matter where you go, no matter what happens, you carry precious cargo. So, 
watch your step.” That precious cargo is you. The question is: who are you

So, you carry precious cargo: you.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BQgNrnWZVSI


Who are you? You have, if you have been attending here long at all, heard me say 
that who you are is who you are in Sacred Mystery. No more. No less.

However, - I think “however” may be one of the most important spiritual words 
there is; because it embraces non-duality with such comfort - however, the precious 
cargo that you also carry is what is within you: your values and the courage you 
can develop to say those values in the worlds where you live out your life.

Shane Claiborne said that a poll was taken in every state in the United States that 
asked people to say the first thing that came to their mind when they heard the 
word “Christian.” The top three items on the list were: anti-gay, judgmental and 
hypocritical.

You may or may not call yourself “Christian.” I personally think that labels are 
very risky. I used to put a label on myself as “young.” No longer. Some people put 
the label “healthy” on themselves only to have that jerked away. Other temporary 
labels are things like - “employed,” “married” “wealthy” etc.

Shrek and Jennifer Lopez were sitting in a bar chatting. Shrek was wondering if he 
was still the strongest ogre in the world. J. Lo was wondering if she remained the 
most attractive woman in the world. In walks George Clooney. He wants to know 
what they are talking about. They tell him. He confession that he wants to know 
who is the best looking man alive. So Shrek suggests they all go and consult the 
“magic mirror on the wall.” They agree to meet at the bar the next night to report 
their findings.

The next night Shrek comes in, and he’s all smiling because the magic mirror told 
him he is the still strongest ogre on earth. And J. Lo comes in all happy because the 
magic mirror told her she’s remains one of the best looking women in the world. 
George Clooney shows up and is all mad. He wants to know, “Who the heck is Bill 
Kerley?”

Would it not be wonderful when, if people do ask you what religious or spiritual 
label you wear, that they think of compassion, inclusivity, mercy, justice, safety, 
love.



The precious cargo that you carry when you leave here is not only your precious 
self but also the values that you are willing to let the world see in you.

We are always communicating something by how we live. To the degree that we 
have been enlightened, we are to take that light and brighten the places, and much 
of them are dark and in need of light, where we go when we leave here.

There is a scene in the Jesus narrative where after the radical movement got started 
and John the Baptist had been put in prison and was about to be beheaded, he sent 
word to Jesus - you familiar with this story? - and said, “Hey dude! What the heck 
is going on? Are you the one? Or, are we to expect another?”

And what did Jesus say?

“Go tell John what you see happening?”
“The blind see,
the lame walk,
Lepers are cleansed,
The deaf hear,
The dead are raised.
The wretched of the earth learn that God is on their side.”

When people look at us, what do they see happening?

We are to carry the values of peace, justice, mercy and compassion. The message 
is: no matter who you are, no matter where you are in your life or spiritual journey, 
you are welcome here. Further, bring your friends.

I hope this lays a good foundation for us to get into the teaching from the Gospel of 
Thomas we are up to for today.

Unless you are a first time attendee here, which is wonderful, or have been living 
under a rock, and sometimes I confess that I would like such a rock, I have been 
using as a kind of a kick-starter a treasure trove of sayings of Jesus. These 
teachings were discovered in 1944. I think that’s ironic because it coincides with 



the dropping of the Atomic Bomb. This collection is known as The Gospel of 
Thomas.

One of the reasons I’m using it is because I want these teachings to move us more 
and more into the arena of non-duality. Dualism is when you judge and divide 
things. Non-duality is where “everything and everyone belongs.”

The teaching that we are up to is one that you have heard all your live in some 
form or another. The way it appears in the Gospel of Thomas is like this:

* * *

If the blind are leading the blind
they will topple together
into a pit.

* * *

The popular way of putting this in our culture is, “There are none so blind as those 
who do not see.” We usually say that about people who don’t see things the way 
we do.

This saying on its own has no real meaning. It is a proverb. It is not original with 
Jesus. It is first found in the Jewish tradition in the Hebrew book written by 
Jeremiah. Jeremiah was written, say the scholars, sometime around 620 B.C. He 
used this line to refer to the gone-wrongness of the religious leaders of his time. 
We assume that is what Jesus meant. In Matthew this saying is tied to Jesus’ 
criticism of the Pharisees where when his disciples expressed concern about the 
Pharisees Jesus said, “Forget them.” In Luke Jesus appends this sentence: “The 
point is to be careful who you follow as a teacher.”

Of course, you find references about opening one’s eyes and seeing as far back as 
the teachings of Buddha who, incidentally, was a contemporary of Jeremiah’s 
though they lived in different parts of the world. They did “like” each other on 
Facebook through.



In Thomas this proverb stands alone without any narrative. As a matter of fact, the 
reason we have stories, or narratives, told about Jesus is to help people make sense 
out of the sayings. You can see, however, that the way the saying is used in 
Matthew and in Luke each has a kind of different spin on it.

The sayings in Thomas function much more like Zen Koans. We are left to struggle 
with questions that are designed to promote spiritual growth.

Who are the blind? What is blindness?
What is the pit?
How do we overcome blindness?
What is it that blocks us from not being able or willing to see that the path we are 
on culturally is simply not sustainable?

It is easy to assume that the blindness belongs to other people. It takes no effort 
whatsoever to come up with criticisms of the obvious blindness, ignorance and just 
plain stupidity of our religious and political leaders, of our religious and political 
systems.

The blindness of the ISIS idiots who blew up the 2,000 old Phoenician temple in 
Syria, Dylann Roof who terrorized an entire ethnicity by calmly sitting with and 
then killing people at a Bible study in a church in Charleston, South Carolina, or 
preachers who say that God’s primary desire is for you to be wealthy and 
successful and on and on it could go.

It is true that in all of the Jesus narratives he gives religious and political leaders 
hell. So much so that they colluded to have him executed.

However, - there is that word again - I think the blindness that Jesus wanted to 
relieve people from was a blindness to who they were and what life is. He wanted 
to set the burdened free. Sadly, many people do not realize how blind or burdened 
they are.

Luke, in his telling of the Jesus story, reports on Jesus’ first sermon. Let me read it 
to you -



* * *

Jesus returned to Galilee powerful in the Spirit. News that he was back spread 
through the countryside. He taught in their meeting places to everyone’s acclaim 
and pleasure.

He came to Nazareth where he had been reared. As he always did on the Sabbath, 
he went to the meeting place. When he stood up to read, he was handed the scroll 
of the prophet Isaiah. Unrolling the scroll, he found the place where it was written,

God’s Spirit is on me;
he’s chosen me to preach the
Message of good news to the poor,
Sent me to announce pardon and
recovery of sight to the blind,
To set the burdened and battered free,
to announce, “This is God’s year to act!”

He rolled up the scroll, handed it back to the assistant, and sat down. Every eye in 
the place was on him, intent. Then he started in, “You’ve just heard Scripture make 
history. It came true just now in this place.”

* * *

If you have heard me speak more than three times, you know that I love St. Paul’s 
and that I am so grateful for much about my family of origin, including the fact 
that I was immersed in a group of loving, good-hearted and well-behaved people. 
Yes, they were flawed. Just like you and I are flawed. My father was a racist. And, 
he had the good sense, if unconscious, of arranging for me to have a black woman 
for a surrogate mother. I have benefited in more ways than I can say from my 
background. Further, if you find the talks I offer in here useful to you, so have you.

The two major shortcomings of all of that background, including post-doctoral 
work at Harvard, is that it was mostly learning from the neck up and it was devoid 
of authentic spiritual practice. I was blind to that for decades.



It was the French playwright, Eugene Ionesco, who said, “Over-explanation 
separates us from astonishment.”

What this world needs, and this is part of the blindness we need cured from, what 
this world needs is not just people with answers. We need transformed people.

One of my prayers is that your coming here to hear me doesn’t end up being a 
substitute for doing your own inner work. We all need what Jesus described as 
“becoming childlike” and what the Buddhist refer to as “beginner’s mind.” My 
teacher called it “constantly renewed immediacy.”

This is the best path for spiritual wisdom. Wisdom, mysticism does not grasp for 
certainty. I remind you that the opposite of faith is not doubt. The opposite of faith 
is certitude. When the quest for certainty and control is pushed to the background, 
then the possibility of seeing with wonder is available. This wonder provides a 
gateway to wise insight.

One cannot do this kind of spiritual work without the trust that we are held 
securely and lovingly in the heart of Sacred Mystery. This holding takes place 
without our understanding it. Without even the possibility of our understanding it. 
Indeed, the more I expose myself to teachings like that of Ilia Delio the more I 
know that I don’t know.

This is one of the reasons that a spiritual practice is so essential. There must be 
times in our daily living for silence and an exposure to knowing that goes beyond 
words.

I know it is strange to hear this but “unknowing” is a new kind of understanding.

Incorporating negative and self-critical thinking is essential to true prophetic 
understanding. At the same time, we must also trust that we are held irrevocably in 
the mystery of God's love, without fully understanding it. Alongside all our 
knowing, accompanying every bit of our knowing, must be the humble “knowing 
that we do not know.” That's why the great tradition of prayer is balanced by both 
intellectual knowing, through images and words, and another kind of knowing, 
through silence, images, and beyond words. The way of “not knowing” is the 



empty space around the words, allowing God to fill in all the gaps in an 
“unspeakable” ways.

As I said, this unknowing is a new kind of understanding. We have a word for it: 
faith, a kind of knowing that doesn’t need to know and yet doesn’t dismiss 
knowledge either; a kind of knowing that doesn’t need to hold everything itself 
because, at a deeper level, it knows it is being held.

I do want to speak to your head. And also, to your heart. In the first talk I offered in 
here I said that I wanted to leave you with molasses in one hand and feathers in the 
other. The way I put it now is that I want to leave you in that in-between space 
where you are not too much certain or in control and what is guiding your life, my 
life, our lives is our on-going experience with Sacred Mystery. This is what I think 
Jesus meant by the restoration of sight.

* * *

If the blind are leading the blind they will topple together into a pit.

* * *

When Adam and Eve were walking out of the Garden of Eden, Adam turned to Eve 
and said, “Well, my dear, we are living in a age of transition.”

There have been, as far back as recorded history goes, predictions about this 
particular age of transition will lead to our demise. So far, of course, that has not 
happened. So far.

It is clear that we have lost our way. We have yet to find, as a nation or as a world, 
a way forward that insures the well-being of the entire planet and all who live upon 
it. What we have is doubt, confusion and profound dissatisfaction. And, fear.

In the past week there have been two political cartoons that have caught my eye. 
One asked the viewer to pick which item was most regulated: a hand gun, an 
assault rifle, an AK-47 or a container of Blue Bell Ice Cream.



The other showed a line of handguns lined up like dominos. They are toppling 
over. The caption says, “We are currently averaging more than one mass shooting 
per day.”

I believe it is the blindness of our cultures, which are made up in individuals like 
you and me, that creates our world. It is this blindness, rather than sheer malice and 
destructiveness, that underlies much of our contemporary violence. The blindness 
that causes people not to see who they truly are and who their neighbor truly is.

When a society has grown old and outlived its usefulness, that automatically 
generates restlessness and a desire for radical change. This theme is constantly 
cropping up today all the way from apocalyptic movies filled with zombies to the 
atrocities of ISIS and people, entire families, running for their lives at great 
expense and danger in an effort to find a place where they can be safe to do what 
every human aspires to do - enjoy life.

I see two movements going on in our world. One is political and one is spiritual.

There is a desire on the part of a growing number of people for a more just and 
equitable society.

Second, there is a hunger on the part of a growing number of people that is more 
inward and personal, a desire to learn about the human heart.

These two desires, social and mystical, are interconnected and cannot be divorced 
from one another. They must be explored together because one inevitably affects 
the other.

From the standpoint of being a spiritual teacher my conviction is that we cannot 
hope to understand or change society unless we learn to understand and change 
ourselves. We have to know, to see and accept what is going on in the deepest 
levels of our being because this affects everything that we do.

There is nothing in the outer world that doesn’t first originate in the human mind. 
Whatever the human heart, in its secret depths, conceives and imagines, for good 
or ill, will manifest itself outwardly in time.



I think if there was one point Ilia Delio made over and over again, backing what 
she said up with the science of cosmology and quantum physics, is that if we 
having a loving though, a kind thought, a hateful thought, a judgmental thought it 
will eventually somehow, somewhere in this world manifest.

What many people in this world today are doing to work for peace, justice and the 
good of others are, in fact, efforts to seek power, domination and the subjection of 
others.

Someone asked me how they could know more about Sister Dr. Delio. I own 
everything she has written, except her latest. Some of what she writes is way over 
my head. I’d suggest two books. One is “Compassion: Living in the Spirit of St. 
Francis.” The other is “The Unbearable Wholeness of Being: God, Evolution and 
the Power of Love.”

I have a favor to ask. Consider it a birthday gift. When you get the text of this talk, 
there will be a link to the video I mentioned at the beginning. Watch it. Watch it 
more than once. Warning: it’s got the “f-word” in it several times. Notice your 
reaction. Make notes about. Journal about it.

In the Jesus narratives, after the resurrection, Jesus’ disciples look at him but they 
don’t see him. They are blinded by their own concerns.The Gospel of John says, 
and this is a parable, “Mary Magdalene turned around and saw Jesus standing 
there, but she did not know it was Jesus.”

Transformation involves a movement from non-recognition to recognition. We are 
invited to see the hidden presence of God.

Who are you? Who am I? Ilia says that the single phrase St. Francis used over and 
over all the days of his life was: “Who are you God? And, who am I?” Identity is 
not a given. It is a creative, on-going process. We have to make space for it to 
happen. We don’t make it happen, we create the space for it to happen.

In all of my work with Richard Rohr over the past twenty five years  and all of the 
people I have been introduced to, every one of them has referred to Thomas 



Merton. Further, they have all referred to single event in Merton’s life, his moment 
of “seeing,” of his blindness being cured, of awakening. I want to read it to you. It 
is in the book “Compassion” but you’ll find it quoted frequently by spiritual 
teachers to make the point I hope this talk makes.

* * *

In Louisville, at the corner of Fourth and Walnut, in the center of the shopping 
district, I was suddenly overwhelmed with the realization that I loved all those 
people, that they were mine and I theirs, that we could not be alien to one another 
even though we were total strangers. It was like waking from a dream of 
separateness, of spurious self-isolation in a special world, the world of renunciation 
and supposed holiness. The whole illusion of a separate holy existence is a dream. 

. . .

Then it was as if I suddenly saw the secret beauty of their hearts, the depths of their 
hearts where neither sin nor desire nor self-knowledge can reach, the core of their 
reality, the person that each one is in God’s eyes. If only they could all see 
themselves as they really are. If only we could see each other that way all the time. 
There would be no more war, no more hatred, no more cruelty, no more greed . . . I 
suppose the big problem would be that we would fall down and worship each 
other.

* * *

No matter where you go this week, no matter what happens, remember this: you 
carry precious cargo. So, watch your step.


