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Friends: 
 
Good to be with you.  I am honored to be sitting in on Bill Curley’s class.  I am a deep 
admirer of Bill’s work.  I am grateful to my dear friend and colleague David Spaw for 
arranging for me to be invited to be with you. 
 
How many of you know Richard Rohr? I understand that Bill Curley speaks highly of Rohr. 
I see Rohr as one of the great interpreters of the human spirit in our time.  I read Rohr’s 
email letter every day. 
 
Rohr, for those who don’t know him, is a Franciscan friar based in Albuquerque. He is the 
founder of the The Living School -- Center for Action and Contemplation.  
https://cac.org/living-school/living-school-welcome/ 
 
I want to talk today about Rohr’s message on justice, his message on love, his core 
teachings, and his use of a psychological system called Enneagram to understand ourselves 
and others. 
 
I will start with Rohr’s email letter of today, which is about justice. 
 

Persecuted for My Sake 

Sunday, October 14, 2018  

You’re blessed when your commitment to God provokes persecution. The persecution drives 

you even deeper into God’s kingdom. . . .  And know that you are in good company. My 

prophets and witnesses have always gotten into this kind of trouble. —Matthew 5:10,12, The 

Message 

Today Óscar Romero (1917–1980) will be named a saint by the Catholic Church. As 

Archbishop of San Salvador for the last four years of his life, Romero was a strong, voice for 

the voiceless and anonymous poor of El Salvador and Latin America. When he preached in 

the cathedral on Sunday mornings the streets were empty and all the radios where on full 

volume, to hear truth and sanity in an insane and corrupt world. 

Romero suffered with and for those who suffered. His loving heart shines through his 

homilies: 

https://cac.org/living-school/living-school-welcome/


The shepherd must be where the suffering is. [1] 

My soul is sore when I learn how our people are tortured, when I learn how the rights of those 

created in the image of God are violated.  [2] 

A Gospel that doesn’t take into account the rights of human beings is not the authentic 

doctrine of Christ, but rather simply an instrument of power. We . . . don’t want to be a 

plaything of the worldly powers.  Rather we want to be the Church that carries the authentic, 

courageous Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ, even when it might become necessary to die like 

he did, on a cross. [3] 

In his homily on March 23, 1980, the day before he was murdered, Romero addressed the 

Salvadoran military directly: 

Brothers, we are part of the same people. You are killing your own brother and sister 

peasants.  When you are faced with an order to kill given by a man, the law of God must 

prevail.  The law that says: Thou shalt not kill. No soldier is obliged to obey an order against 

the law of God. No one has to obey an immoral law. And it is time that you recover your 

consciences. . . . In the name of God, then, and in the name of this suffering people whose 

laments rise up to heaven each day more tumultuously, I plead with you, I pray you, I order 

you, in the name of God: Stop the repression! [4] 

The next day, following his sermon, a U.S.-supported government hit squad shot him 

through his heart as he stood at the altar. Only a few weeks earlier, Romero had said: 

 

I have often been threatened with death. I must tell you, as a Christian, I do not believe in 

death without resurrection. If I am killed, I shall arise in the Salvadoran people. I say so 

without boasting, with the greatest humility. . . . A bishop will die, but God’s church, which is 

the people, will never perish. [5] 

Romero’s epitaph reads “Sentir con la Iglesia” (“To be of one mind and heart with the 

Church”).  This was his episcopal motto, his promise to share the suffering and strength of 

the people he served. 
 
 
 
 
 



ROHR ON THE POWER OF LOVE 
 
Now I’d like to turn to Rohr’s teachings about love.  Notice how he moves from a deeply 
engaged teaching on justice to this deeply mystical teaching on love.  Here is Rohr’s letter 
from last Thursday, October 18, on The Power of Love: 

  

The anonymous, 14th century author of The Cloud of Unknowing conveys the fathomless 

mystery of God… that God can only be known by loving presence—contemplation. The 

Cloud of Unknowing was the inspiration for practices such as centering prayer and 

Christian meditation…  Now Rohr quotes from The Cloud of Unknowing: 

Lift up your heart to God with a gentle stirring of love. Focus on [God] alone. . . . Don’t let 

anything else run through your mind and will. Here’s how. Forget what you know. Forget 

everything that’s going on in the world, until your thoughts and emotions aren’t focused on or 

reaching toward anything. Let them be. For the moment, don’t care about anything. . . . 

The first time you practice contemplation, you’ll only experience a darkness, like a cloud of 

unknowing. You won’t know what this is. You’ll only know that in your will you feel a simple 

reaching out to God.  

You must also know that this darkness and this cloud will always be between you and your 

God, whatever you do. They will always keep you from seeing [God] clearly by the light of 

understanding in your intellect and will block you from feeling [God] fully in the sweetness of 

love in your emotions. So, be sure you make your home in this darkness. Stay there as long as 

you can, crying out to [God] over and over again, because you love [God]. It’s the closest you 

can get to God here on earth, by waiting in this darkness and in this cloud. Work at this 

diligently, as I’ve asked you to, and I know God’s mercy will lead you there. . . . 

Look. Every rational creature, every person, and every angel has two main strengths: the 

power to know and the power to love. God made both of these, but [God is] not knowable 

through the first one. To the power of love, however, [God] is entirely known, because a loving 

soul is open to receive God’s abundance. . . . [God’s] very nature makes love endless and 

miraculous. God will never stop loving us. Consider this truth, and, if by grace you can make 

love your own, do. For the experience is eternal joy; its absence is unending suffering. 

 
 
 



ROHR’S SEVEN CORE TEACHINGS 
 
It is valuable to take an overview of 7 key teachings from Richard Rohr (drawing on 
Wikipedia with my comments.] 
 

1.  Rohr believes the top down hierarchy approach of western Christianity since 
Constantine has held ecumenical traditions back for centuries.  He aims to reverse 
this by bringing in teachers and teaching from all great traditions. 

2. Rohr believes the future of people of faith will have to be awakening to a bottom up 
approach.[12] He practices this in his applied values and strong Catholic emphasis on 
the “option for the poor.” 

3. Rohr sees Jesus' death and resurrection as an archetype for the movement from 
"False Self" to "True Self", from "who you think you are" to "who you are in God".[21]  

4. Rohr sees Franciscan spirituality as a "third way" of focused on the Gospel, justice, 
and compassion.[22]   

5. The Perennial Philosophy forms the basis of much of Rohr’s teaching – a phrase that 
goes back to the dissident Jewish philosopher Liebnitz and that was adopted by 
Aldous Huxley in his great book called The Perennial Philosophy at the end of WW 
II.  The Perennial Philosophy holds that truth is one, paths are many.  It holds that 
there is one light that comes down into all of us, into all traditions, and that it is 
refracted by our communal and personal prisms in different ways.   

6. Rohr’s essential message focuses on the union of Divine Reality with all things and 
the human potential and longing for this union.  He is a powerful believer in the 
calling to serve peace, justice, the poor, and the disenfranchised.  His is not an 
unrooted spirituality but one deeply akin to the Methodist spirit. 

Early Methodist followers of John and Charles Wesley and George Whitefield took 
the message of Christ to laborers and criminals and the developing working class .In 
the United States, the Methodist way became the religion of many slaves who later 
formed "black churches" in the Methodist tradition. In other words, Methodists 
followed the teachings of Jesus and what Catholics call the preferential option for 
the poor, which is one of the fundamental tenets of Catholic social doctrine. 

7. Influences on Rohr outside of Christian sources include Buddhism and Hinduism, 
Gandhi, Martin Luther King Jr., Carl Jung, Spiral Dynamics, and Integral Theory 

 

ROHR ON ENNEAGRAM 

What interests me most about Rohr beyond his commitment to justice, to love, to a 

profound ecumenicism, and his understanding of the message of the Christ as a teaching of 

the perennial philosophy, is his book on Enneagram. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Rohr#cite_note-The_Divine_Dance-12
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/False_self
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/True_self
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Rohr#cite_note-21
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Rohr#cite_note-22
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_church
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Buddhism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hinduism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gandhi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martin_Luther_King_Jr.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carl_Jung
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spiral_Dynamics
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Integral_Theory


The Enneagram is a model of the human psyche that describes nine interconnected 
personality types.  

These nine personality types are represented by the points on a circle which indicate 
connections between the types.  

The nine types are: 

1.  The reformer 
2. The helper 
3. The achiever 
4. The individualist 
5. The observer 
6. The loyalist 
7. The enthusiast 
8. The iconoclast 
9. The peace maker 

Enneagram is widely used in divinity schools where students may come from many 
different traditions.  It’s used in business by people with no interest in its spiritual origins 
to understand workplace dynamics. 

I have studied depth psychologies for 50 years and find it to be one of the most powerful 
depth psychologies in its explanatory power.  It helps me understand myself, my family, the 
people I work, the people I try to serve, and people all around me. 

But here is what amazes me most.  The nine enneagram types track perfectly with the 
Jewish mystical tradition of the Kabbalistic tree of life, which is over 3000 years old.  It 
tracks perfectly with the 7 deadly sins of Christianity plus 2 that Christianity lost along the 
way.  It tracks closely with the Circles of Hell in Dante’s Purgatory.  It tracks closely with 
the DSM, the contemporary diagnostic manual of psychiatry.  And it tracks exactly with the 
lands Odysseus visits on his way home from Troy in the same order as the enneagram. 

What this says to me is that this is a way of understanding ourselves and each other that 
has been stable in the Abrahamic traditions and the Greek tradition – and perhaps beyond 
– for thousands of years. 

[Note:  There are many good books on Enneagram.  Here is a brief essay I wrote:  
http://angleofvision.org/2018/02/06/enneagram-2/.  Beatrice Chestnut’s The Complete 
Enneagram is one of my favorites.  See my conversation with her for The New School at 
Commonweal: https://tns.commonweal.org/podcasts/beatrice-chestnut/ 

Richard Rohr’s The Enneagram: A Christian Perspective is excellent.  Riso and Hudson’s The 
Wisdom of the Enneagram is an excellent basic text.  A.H. Almaas The Enneagram of Holy 
Ideas is brilliant.  So is Helen Palmer, The Enneagram: Understanding Yourself and Others in 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psyche_(psychology)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Personality_type
http://angleofvision.org/2018/02/06/enneagram-2/


Your Life.  Claudio Naranjo is one of the founders of Enneagram studies and his Character 
and Neurosis is a seminal text.] 

CONCLUSION 

I am deeply moved by Richard Rohr.  I love his teachings on justice, on love, and on 
Enneagram as a tool for understanding ourselves and others. 

I love his rooting of the teachings of the Christ in the perennial philosophy, which tells us 
that there is a core teaching in all the great religious and spiritual traditions. 

That core teaching, as I understand it, is this. 

In this lifetime all human beings are given three things:  our hearts, our heads, and our 
hands. 

Our hearts are made to love, and kindness is love with its work boots on. 

Our heads are made to seek wisdom, and the only true wisdom is humility – that we know 
that we do not know. 

Our hands are made for service because only in serving others can we express our oneness 
with all in love and the wisdom of humility. 

None of us can do any of this perfectly. 

We are each radically imperfect human beings. 

But Enneagram teaches us that our wounds are actually our openings go the light – that the 
passions of our nine personality types point to the virtues of each of our types, and the 
habits of mind or fixations of our personality types can lead us to the holy ideas that can 
guide us. 

I will close with my favorite line from the Hebrew Bible, the Old Testament, from Micah 6-
8: 

He has shown you, O mortal, what is good. And what does the LORD require of you? To act 
justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God. 

 

 

 
 


