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Becoming Contemplative Activists 

INTRODUCTION - First 3 things you associate with Moses 

Quick!  What are the first three images that come to mind when I say to you the name Moses? 

(wait for answers) 

It could be: 

•  Parting the Red Sea 

•  Confronting Pharaoh 

•  Up on the mountain with God for 40 days and 40 nights 

•  Bringing down the 10 Commandments on the two tablets of stone 

•  Smashing those tablets 

•  Being rescued from the Nile as a baby 

•  Pausing to see why the bush was burning but not consumed, while tending the flock of his 
father-in-law 

•  Murdering an Egyptian 

•  etc. 



Of these images, which ones of them are more contemplative images - i.e., Moses hanging out 
with God?  And which ones are more activist images - i.e., Moses engaging with the 
world?  What images are more about “being” and which are more about “doing”? 

I started thinking about what you might call “the full Moses” after I read these words from 
Richard Rohr: 

“I believe that there are two necessary paths enabling us to move toward wisdom: a radical 
journey inward and a radical journey outward.  For far too long we’ve confined people to a sort 
of security zone, a safe midpoint.  We’ve called them neither to a radical path inward, in other 
words, to contemplation, nor to a radical journey outward, that is, to commitment on the social 
issues of our time.  We prefer to stay in a secure middle position, probably because these two 
great teachers, the inner and the outer way, both cause pain.  Failure and falling short are the best 
teachers; success has practically nothing to teach on the spiritual path.  But we notice that many 
of us incline to the one side or the other, on account of either temperament or 
education.  Wherever I travel in the Church, I find people who focus inward and people who are 
activists.  These two types seldom come together, and thus they both miss half the Gospel, they 
both lack half the truth.” (Richard Rohr, Simplicity: The Freedom of Letting Go, p. 69) 

I believe all the “biggies” in the Bible were contemplative activists.  They had integrated ALL of 
the Gospel into their lives.  Think Abraham, Moses, Samuel, David, Elijah, Elisha, and 
Amos.  Think Mary, Jesus, Paul, Mary Magdalene. 

All of these people knew about the radical journey inward and the radical journey outward.  And 
that means that every single one of them knew about overcoming fear, and rising above pain and 
suffering. 

If you think of the faithful “biggies” of the last century, it is no different.  Gandhi, Martin Luther 
King, Jr., Mother Teresa, Nelson Mandela - they were all contemplative activists.  And I think 
it’s safe to say they all overcame great fears, pain, and suffering along the way. 

COMPLICATION - Choosing to live out only half the Gospel 



There is a small little phrase that jumped out at me this year when I read again the story of the 
burning bush, Moses, and God’s call to send Moses back to Egypt... to lead the Israelites out of 
slavery and to the Promised Land.  It is a phrase in the very beginning of the story, before 
Moses’ encounter with God - before he first sees the burning bush. 

This is the phrase:  “... he [Moses] led his flock beyond the wilderness...”  

Beyond the wilderness. 

 Now you can say that Moses was just trying to find the next patch of green grass for the 
sheep.  But even if that were true, we went beyond the wilderness.  The wilderness was the scary 
place with bears and lions and no other people to rely on.  And Moses went BEYOND the 
wilderness.  If you look at a map of that time, we left the entire area of Midian, where his wife 
and son and father-in-law were, and traveled west onto the Sinai Peninsula. 

It was when Moses went beyond the wilderness and came all the way to Mt. Horeb - Mt. Sinai - 
that he saw the burning but not-consumed bush.  Now you might wonder if- a year later or 40 
years later - Moses had any regrets about that day he took the flock beyond the wilderness, but 
I’m guessing not.  Because his life changed forever that day, and the future of the Jews changed 
forever on that day that Moses turned aside.  

But notice one thing:  Moses didn’t just turn aside, have an amazing conversation with God, and 
then hang out on that mountain.  No, he went to Egypt and confronted Pharaoh about the 
injustice that was being done to an entire nation.  Moses wasn’t just a contemplative.  He wasn’t 
just an activist.  He was a contemplative activist. 

I agree with Richard Rohr.  I think that you and I have a tendency to gravitate toward one 
journey or the other - the inward journey, or the outward journey.  But here’s the thing:  God is 
calling us to make both journeys, just as Moses did.  

God is calling us to be curious and quiet enough to go seek God out, connect with Him, ask 
questions... even tell God four different reasons why we are not the right person for the job (as 
Moses did)... AND... God is sending us out into a hurting world with a message of love, hope, 
and mercy - a message that is centered not in who we are, but in who God is. 



As I see it, this story about Moses and God tells us that there are at least three zones in which we 
are destined to live, move, and have our being.  There is the comfort zone, the wilderness, and 
beyond the wilderness. 

•  The comfort zone is what we are used to.  It feels like home.  It feels like wrapping yourself 
in a warm blanket.  In the inward journey it looks praying the Lord’s Prayer or praying Hail 
Mary, repeating your favorite verse from Scripture or your favorite prayer from the Prayer 
Book.  In the outward journey it looks like hanging out with the same people you always hang 
out with and never risking an encounter with folks who are different from you.  Though it feels 
comfortable, if you stay in your comfort zone, you stop growing.  According to St. Gregory of 
Nyssa, a 4th century saint, sin is “the refusal to keep growing.”  If you remain in the comfort 
zone, and never come out, you die.  Neale Donald Walsch says that “Life begins at the end of 
your comfort zone.” 

•  The wilderness is the zone beyond your comfort zone.  It’s that place that excites you and 
scares you at the same time.  It’s asking someone out for the very first time, speaking your 
truth to a group that you know holds contrary views, it’s trying out for the school play, it’s 
walking up to a person you have never met and saying, “Hi!  I’m here to apply for a job,” it’s 
walking up to a homeless person on Pearl Street and starting a conversation.  In the inward 
journey it looks like praying in a way that you have never prayed before, or sitting in silence 
for 20 minutes and noticing how many thoughts you have and how difficult it is for you to sit 
in silence! 

•  But there’s still a zone beyond the wilderness, according to our Biblical friends.  It’s the zone 
where you risk coming closer and being burned up - or at least blinded - by the living God.  It’s 
the zone where all you have ever believed might be challenged, where you entertain the 
possibility that the opposite of your story is as true or truer than your original story. (See The 
15 Commitments of Conscious Leadership, by Jim Detmer, Diana Chapman and Kaley Warner 
Klemp, pp. 225-235)  The outward journey here looks like finally giving assent to the 
preposterous thing that God is asking you to do, even though you know you are woefully 
inadequate and unprepared for the job, and so all you can really do is trust in the God who 
says, “I am with you” - trust in the love and power and guidance of that God alone.  This zone 
is where you risk crucifixion and death.  In fact, this zone is where you indeed die to your old 



life, so that you can be born to a whole new life.  The inward journey here looks like admitting 
that you don’t know how to pray, and throwing yourself into the lap of God, saying, “Teach 
me, Lord.  I have prayed and prayed and I know nothing about prayer!” 

THE GOOD NEWS - God is with us 

The good news... the amazing news... the only news worth shouting from the rooftops is that God 
is true to his word - God IS with us... on both journeys - the radical inward journey and the 
radical outward journey.  God is with us because God is faithful and God loves us, and God 
knows we won’t begin to fulfill our potential until we fully embrace both of these journeys. 

We need to keep turning aside to be with God.  We need to keep having “out of the bush” 
experiences. 

And... God keeps sending us out into the world, into those very places and situations that make 
us more than uncomfortable... to be with the very people who we believe are not like us, and 
offer love, light, peace, and healing. Why is this good news?  Because it demonstrates how much 
God believes in us! 

CONCLUSION 

We are being called to be both/and, full-Gospel people.  We are being called to be contemplative 
activists, who regularly make the radical inward journey and the radical outward journey.  If we 
have something to repent of on this day, is may be that we want to be only on one of these 
journeys.  Or it may be that we only want to be in the comfort zone, and put our big toe now and 
then in the wilderness, but never allow God to lead us beyond the wilderness. 

Moses wasn’t different from us.  Before he went to confront Pharaoh, he put his final objection 
plainly before God.  “Oh, my Lord, please send someone else.” (Exodus 4:13)  Don’t you love 
that?  Don’t you relate to that - totally? 

The thing is, Moss had already gone beyond the wilderness by then, so God knew he had the 
right man for the job. 



And when God calls you to do something preposterous, like pray for an enemy... or forgive 
someone... or speak truth to power... or be on the side of the oppressed?  Guess what?  God - 
once again - has the right person for the job. 

	
	


