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Original in English
I would like to begin my reflection with an image presented to us by Luke in
the Acts of the Apostles. This is the image of Mary and the women gathered in deep
prayer with the apostles and disciples as they awaited the birth of a new beginning, a
new Pentecost—the birth of the Church. If we understand mysticism as the
“spirituality of the direct experience of God”, a kind of knowing which goes beyond
intellectual understanding, I believe that it is this particularly unique mystical
experience of those gathered in the first assembly that brought about the explosion of
the Holy Spirit in their midst. This direct experience of God goes beyond mere
“rituals” or “belief”; but marked by love, true understanding and acceptance of one
another, yet not confined to some sort of “emotional experience” alone.
I suppose it is difficult to describe this mystical experience in plain language.
That is why biblical authors as well as spiritual writers through the ages try to capture
this experience by using metaphors such as that of the vine and branches describing
how one’s union with God (“Remain in me, as I in you.”) brings about fruitfulness in
the mission.
From the gospels we see how the disciples in the Early Church came to realize
more profoundly the inextricable relationship between contemplation and action,
between mysticism and prophecy. In his Letter to the Galatians, Paul reached the
mystic state of losing his "self" when he testified saying: “I no longer live, but Christ
lives in me!”(Gal. 2.20). This is but the beginning of many other testimonies in the
Early Church. Every century has been influenced by Christian mystics telling us that
mystical experiences are available to anyone who disposes oneself to the Divine
action of God. But many of these experiences simply come and go and are not
translated into prophetic action because without the lasting experience of God,
mysticism loses its prophetic edge.
Just as the mystical experience of those gathered in the first assembly cannot
be confined within the walls of the Cenacle, their direct experience of God loosened
their tongues to proclaim the power of God in their lives and in history, impelling
them to go out and to fear no longer in proclaiming the good news and in giving
witness to the Spirit of Jesus to peoples and in places needing God’s healing and
transforming message. We can therefore say that Christian mysticism is about nothing
else but the transforming union finding its deepest expression in the following of
Christ in prophetic witness and mission. The most characteristic form of “religious
experience” in the Bible, as Martin Buber has pointed out, is not realization or
rapture, but vocation and mission.1

I. The Story of Lydia’s Conversion: God Opened Her Heart to Listen (Acts 16:1115,40)
For our reflective consideration this morning, let me use the story of Lydia, a
woman convert to Christianity as recorded in the Acts of the Apostles, to serve as our
present-day icon of our religious vocation as mystics and prophets of today’s world.
In preparing for this conference, I had to discern in my choice of a woman figure from
among the many women in Scripture, who could serve as a model for religious life
today. In returning to the Pentecost scene where women were present yet rendered
absent in most of the account of the Early Church, I was inspired to take the story of
Lydia who was a key figure in Paul’s social network—one of the pivotal sisters in the
faith. We shall do a brief rereading of her story and from it draw insight about her
process of conversion, which presupposes an experience of mysticism leading to
prophetic witness and action.
The story of Lydia is located during the period when the Jesus movement was
spreading into major cities in the Diaspora. The idea that women, especially those
with considerable economic independence, were drawn to Christianity has based its
evidence from the Acts of the Apostles, where specific reference is made of the
conversion of Lydia at Philippi. Questions about her identity, her motivation, and her
process of conversion and mission to the Philippian Church can be considered in
restructuring her story.
The brevity of Lydia’s story and its lack of historical authenticity make its
significance easy to overlook 2 as she fades into obscurity once Paul’s initial mission
was accomplished. We first listen to Paul’s account of this extraordinary event, and
do a brief re-reading of her story.
We set sail from Troas and took a straight course to Samothrace, the following
day to Neapolis, 12and from there to Philippi, which is a leading city of the
district of Macedonia and a Roman colony. We remained in this city for some
days. 13On the sabbath day we went outside the gate by the river, where we
supposed there was a place of prayer; and we sat down and spoke to the
women who had gathered there. 14A certain woman named Lydia, a
worshiper of God, was listening to us; she was from the city of Thyatira and a
dealer in purple cloth. The Lord opened her heart to listen eagerly to what was
said by Paul. 15When she and her household were baptized, she urged us
saying, “If you have judged me to be faithful to the Lord, come and stay at my
home.” And she prevailed upon us.
…After leaving the prison they [Paul and Silas] went to Lydia’s home; and
when they had seen and encouraged the brothers and sisters there, they
departed. (Acts 16:11-15, 40 NRSV).
Rereading Her Story
The account begins with the itinerary of Paul during his second missionary
journey. He comes to Philippi in response to a dream he had where a Macedonian
man appeared to him urging him to come across to Macedonia to help them (cf. Acts
16:9-10). Yet, it was a group of women, not the Macedonian man in the dream, who
were the first ones to show their attraction to Paul’s preaching and to Christianity
itself. While in the city Paul and Silas go to a designated place of prayer, outside the
city gate by the river on the Sabbath day (16:13). What is this place of prayer by the
river outside the city gate?
The “place of prayer by the river” carries with it a deep symbolic meaning

connected to our Christian vocation. The symbolism does not only refer to the Jewish
tradition of meeting “by the river” for ritual ablutions;3 but also helps us recall
initially the baptism by John the Baptist. It was by the river Jordan that John was
baptizing the people and where Jesus received his own baptism from John (Lk 3:22).
We can say for certain that this was a profound mystical moment for Jesus, a direct
experience of the presence and affirmation of his identity by God.
It is important to note in this passage that a gathering is made up solely of
women reminding us of the women who stood by the cross and who were the first
witnesses of the resurrection. Lydia and her circle of women were not only assembled
just anywhere, but in a “place of prayer by the river outside the city gates”, where the
preaching and their consequent conversion happened. The gathering of women in this
‘place of prayer’ indicates a community of faith already in existence before the arrival
of Paul and Silas. Who were they?
The text identifies Lydia first and foremost by her religiosity—as a ‘godfearer’
or ‘worshiper of God’. As a technical term, the first century ‘godfearers’ were
Gentiles who were attached to Judaism without being numbered among the
proselytes.4 As partial converts to Judaism,5 the ‘godfearers’ had a clearly defined
form of faith and life. They observed the ethical instructions of the Jews, the Torah,
and also went to synagogue worship, taking part in common prayer. The fact that this
place of prayer was outside the city gates indicates that there may not have been a
synagogue in Philippi then. Being ‘godfearers’, Lydia and her community had a basic
religious foundation to receive the Christian teachings. “The Lord opened her heart to
listen eagerly to what was said by Paul” (16:14), preparing her and her household to
receive the baptism of Jesus Christ. “After having heard Paul and Silas, Lydia was
eager to be baptized together with her whole household “(16:15a).
The most powerful effect that baptism had on Lydia was her capacity to speak,
urgently saying to the missionaries, “If you have judged me to be faithful to the Lord,
come and stay in my home” (16:15b). Thus with full voice Lydia gives a real
expression of the radical and prophetic ethos of the Jesus tradition, which included the
practice of equal and just regard for one another and a sharing of one’s home and
possessions, deep values that would serve later on as radical expressions of one’s
following of Christ in religious life. The latter, in fact, was the original ideal of
poverty: a just distribution of goods expressed in an act of generous giving.
Lydia’s house becomes the cradle of the first Christian community in Philippi
as attested in verses 16:15 and 16:40. Her enthusiasm and spirit of hospitality were
authentic expressions of her conversion to the Spirit of the Gospel. Thus her own life
of obedient listening to God, the fruit of her contemplative spirit and her faithful
application of the teachings of Christ become a strong foundation for the house
church of Philippi to flourish.
It is fitting that her story should end with a note of authority: ‘And she
prevailed upon us’ (16:15c). Part of the practice of hospitality during that time was to
offer a safe haven for one’s guests, especially when there was an immediate
possibility of real danger to them. This is confirmed in 16:40, where Lydia’s home
figures again as a place of hospitality when she took the risk of welcoming back to
her home Paul and his companions after their release from prison.
In Lydia’s story, the contribution of women to Christianity is not to be
ignored. Christian women did not have to leave their home for the sake of the gospel;
on the contrary they made their homes the center of Christian praxis.6 Lydia’s home,
the first house church in Philippi served as a model for a ‘contrast community’, where
those who came and shared their faith and resources as a community tried to live
according to their baptismal confession and the spirit of Christian hospitality.

II. The Conversion Process: Awakening the Mystic and Prophetic Spirit
The best way to speak of mysticism is to understand the process of
conversion; and the best way to comprehend conversion is to observe the convert.
Perhaps our rereading of Lydia’s story has sparked a reflection in us about the
meaning and consequence of a deep spiritual conversion. Perhaps too we must have
begun to imagine what her conversion experience was like. It may have made us think
of our own human experiences of conversion. The lines telling us of Lydia’s
conversion story may be very few, but they are enough to serve as a window through
which we can peer into her inner self. This will enable us to catch a glimpse of what
might have been her spiritual experience of conversion and baptism, which led her to
live a life of faithfulness and commitment to Christ.
Here I would like to use the basic meaning of conversion according to Bernard
Lonergan, which is: “a shift in one’s orientation towards life.” This shift, I believe,
happens when the person experiences in one’s depth a divine touch, a prompting of
the Spirit, that enables the person to choose and to act for the sake of something or
someone greater than oneself. A basic mystical experience, i.e., a direct experience of
God, of oneness with God and God’s creation is like a “coming home to oneself ”, an
experience of a new birth, a new sense of identity, call and mission. Perhaps this was
like the experience of Jesus at his own baptism by the river Jordan. Perhaps, this too
was the experience of Lydia and her companions at their own baptism.
Based on Lydia’s story, what elements of conversion can we draw? To be
more precise, what goes on within the person during the conversion process? Since
conversion involves much more than a moment, it is a process which involves long
periods of time and interrelated causes and effects. It involves relationships that in
some way slip from the control of the convert, as well as moments of inaction and
repression, postponements and sufferings, and decision-making.7 All of these are
woven into the person’s life story. The actual conversion process itself is much more
complex than it is often perceived, as it is not a once-and-for-all kind of experience. It
is, in fact, ongoing, a lifetime process of deepening one’s baptismal commitment and
witnessing to it, which is what religious life essentially is. The complexity is to be
found principally in the fact that conversion occurs in several phases or stages.
Perhaps we can try to trace the inner dynamics that happen in stages from the few
verses we have of Lydia’s story.
The Movements and Phases of Ongoing Conversion
(1) The first phase is an experience of darkness or confusion, an awareness of
emptiness that needs to be filled, of thirst that needs to be quenched, of questions that
beg for answers; yet there does not seem to be anything or anyone who could satisfy
these needs. For some, this phase manifests itself in an experience of incongruities—
in oneself or in life itself. In other words, deep and authentic conversion experiences
do not just come about as experts in this field tell us.
The incongruities of our present state build up to the point where they become
intolerable. Questions suppressed, decisions postponed too long, realities
ignored, items of personal agenda tabled once too often, whatever it may be,
they mount up and bring us face to face with the realization that things have
got to change.8
Although these incongruities of life may be experienced in varying degrees,
they do not necessarily lead to conversion. However we believe that almost all

experiences of deep conversions seem to be preceded by some kind of difficulty,
crisis, and questioning. In other words, the beginning stage of conversion is an
experience of inner conflict in search of a resolution9 or an experience of aimlessness
that seeks direction. It is clear from the above description that the convert-to-be, as a
precedent to one’s decision to convert, is already experiencing some form of inner
turmoil and crisis which intensifies, prompting the person to seek change or some
kind of resolution. Even one’s spiritual life, if any, is affected by such an experience
of inner conflict. Patterns of spirituality that used to be meaningful would suddenly
lose its significance. They no longer speak to one’s experience of life; neither do they
keep pace with one’s expanding horizons. The situation cannot remain the way it is.
Change has to happen. The experience of confusion or darkness becomes the
opportunity and impetus for change and growth. A Chinese proverb says it all: ‘Crisis
is opportunity.’
What precipitated the conversion of Lydia and her household? From our
rereading of Lydia’s story, we saw that she and her circle of women were ‘godfearers’
or ‘worshipers of God’. As such, they were already attracted to the Jewish faith,
particularly by the ethical implications of the Law and some ritual practices such as
common prayers. Sabbath after Sabbath, they would have looked forward to gathering
together as a community to support one another in their practice of faith and in their
everyday struggles. But were mere observance of the law and ritual practices enough
to feed their hunger and thirst for deeper meaning? As Gentiles, certain elements of
the Jewish faith were impossible for them to live by, such as circumcision, the
practice of ritual laws and the strict observance of the precepts of the law expounded
caustically by the Jewish scribes.10 Therefore their non-observance of some of these
elements may have marginalized them within the Jewish faith. As studies have
shown, Jews seemingly had an ambivalent attitude toward ‘godfearers’ and that even
despite the degrees to which these people adopted Judaism; social inequality between
them and the Jews seemed to have been an ongoing fact of life.11 Would such a
situation of prejudice and inequality be enough to cause inner conflict in Lydia and
her companions? Most probably, yes. But they would have continued to endure the
prejudice and inequalities if they had not found an alternative in what the missionaries
were offering them.
As a faith community of women, meeting ‘outside the city gates’ seems to
point to the experience of being marginalized by the mainstream religion. Despite that
they were faithful to God and bold to go beyond the culture of hospitality where
women cannot just welcome male strangers. There was something prophetic about
them, even though they may not have been aware of this before they heard the
liberating message of the Gospel.
If we were to put ourselves in the place of Lydia and her community of women,
what would be the deep longings and yearnings of our heart? What incongruities do
we begin to be aware of in our personal faith life or in the living our of religious
vocation? Lydia and her little community of faith met Sabbath after Sabbath to
engage in religious rituals which perhaps may have for a time satisfied their deep
longings, yet realized that these external practices were not enough. How much of our
various observances and the external practices of religious life and spirituality fill the
void and satisfy our deepest longings and thirst for meaning in our lives? What is
lacking? Like Lydia and her faith community, what kind of liberating message do we
need to hear in order to be true to our vocation and ourselves?
Lydia and her community must have shared common experiences and vision of
life that bonded them as a faith community even before the arrival of Paul and Silas.
Considering the situation of the world, what is needed in our communities to meet the

challenges from the world that tend to undermine the formation of faith communities
in mission and fidelity to it?
The encounter of Lydia and the women had with the Christian missionaries
made them realize that some things have got to change, that they could no longer
remain as ‘godfearers’ and be treated like second-class citizens in the Jewish religion.
They were awakened to their deepest desire and longing, the fulfillment of which
Christian faith was offering them.
(2) This is the second movement, the phase of awakening. This is when one’s
spirit is awakened by the touch of God, priming it to listen intently to the Word of
life. Here, the mystic spirit is awakened. Listening, not merely hearing, opens us up to
our inner longings and desires. Interestingly enough, according to the historical
framework of religion, the growing energy of Christianity has always been drawn
from primal spirituality.12 This primal spirituality is often expressed through the
language of desire, inner yearning and search for meaning, eagerly awaiting the
fulfillment of one’s longing. In the words of the Song of Songs, the beloved
anticipates: “I sleep, but my heart is awake. I hear my love knocking. ‘Open to me,
my sister, my beloved, my dove, my perfect one’… “(Songs 5:2).
Based on the experiences of women, especially those from the third-world and
Asia, the paradigm that speaks to them of conversion is more the ‘awakening’ type. In
this there is an experience of a gradual yet strengthening and deepening unfolding of
the mystery and meaning of one’s faith and an interpenetrating connection to that
which is the source of life. Conviction is born out of such an interior experience of
having one’s hunger for meaning satisfied. In fact one author describes conversion as
a multi-faceted and never-ending process of spiritual formation wherein the Spirit
plays many roles.13 It is an experience of the ‘awakening’ of the self to the Spirit’s
promptings in all facets of one’s life. This itself is already an experience of mysticism
because only the Spirit can touch the heart directly, to awaken it and to await its
fulfillment in union and communion.
We can only guess that such might have been Lydia’s inner experience.
Although this is not explicitly expressed in the narration of her story, we can
somehow infer this based on the premise that the primal search for meaning is as old
as humanity itself.14 How did the awakening stage come about in Lydia’s conversion
experience? Her life of faith as a “worshiper of God” prepared her heart to accept
God’s liberating message and enabled her to listen. As if to emphasize this point, the
narrator mentions twice in a single verse the word ‘listening’: ‘A certain woman
named Lydia, a worshiper of God, was listening to us… The Lord opened her heart to
listen eagerly to what was said…’ (16:14). The experience of deep desire or longing
opens our deepest self to the action of God in our life. This is what God did to
Lydia—God opened her heart, which in its biblical sense is the innermost self of the
person, the center of one’s personality, not just the seat of emotions. In biblical
spirituality, the heart is considered the place of prayer, the locus of divine encounter.
For true conversion to happen, one’s decision to change must stem from the heart.
With her heart opened to the Word, Lydia’s only response was to submit herself to
God by seeking baptism, and in accepting it, to live the mystic state by gradually
losing herself in Christ. As Lydia is showing us, our listening and contemplation on
God’s word will enable us as religious to become “the midwives of new
consciousness, the heralds of suppressed or previously unsuspected human
possibility.”15
This awakening phase does not only stay on the personal level. It’s not the
case of God and me alone. In the conversion experience, this phase enables us to see
what is happening around us and what needs changing to hear God’s call for us.

According to Schneider's:
The prophet is part of the people to whom he or she is sent, nurtured from
birth in the religious and social wisdom of that people, product of its history,
participant in its prayer, inheritor of its dreams, victim of and sometimes even
sharer in its sins and errors. It is because the prophet is one with the people
that he or she can speak for this people to God and for God to this people.16
Our prophetic spirit cannot be awakened unless we are immersed in the life of the
people in a particular place and time enabling us to interpret the concrete situation in
contemplative stance before the world in the light of God’s dream for the people and
the whole of humanity. Listening to the voice of God, reading the “signs of the times”
(see Mt. 16:13), and focusing the Word of God in the present are the defining features
of prophecy.17 Mysticism is an integral part of our prophetic witness and vocation.
Just as Jesus’ prophetic vocation was rooted in and expressive of his intense
contemplative prayer life,18 it is through contemplation that we are able to see the
world and the people we are called to serve from God’s perspective. Contemplation
and mysticism require a growth in one’s capacity for discernment and critical thinking
in the quest for the authentic self. Discernment based on attentive listening, not
submission to the will of another, is the essence of prophetic obedience in religious
life.19
Full participation in the spirituality of Jesus would have to include some
experience of our oneness with people and with the universe for Jesus experienced all
of nature, including humans, as God’s creation.20 The “place of prayer by the river”
where Lydia and her community of women gather thus becomes a symbol of the
unifying power of prayer—a unity with one another in a community of faith and
oneness with the whole of creation.
It is worth noting that religious in Asia, animated by their deep conviction of
the oneness of creation are becoming aware of the urgent need to live and work in a
manner which fosters: (a) participation and harmony among all people; (b) healthy
personal and interpersonal relationships, (c) reverence for the earth, and (d)
integration of spirituality and technology on behalf of the gospel. This emerging
spirituality can also be described as a spirituality of wholeness and global
interconnectedness.
Let us ask Lydia to help us recall those moments of spiritual awakening, when
in the midst of the darkness of our seeking, we experienced God’s word touching us
and opening us up to receive God’s grace. What and when were these moments in our
life, in our religious life and mission?... after a time of crisis?... an experience of
God’s healing touch and forgiveness?... or while watching contemplatively the
sunrise or sunset?... or a community experience of radical reorientation in mission?
What kind of awakening is happening in our communities in front of concrete
situations of injustice, violence and devastations?
As a faith community in mission, what situations and events in our region,
country, and world are awakening us, calling us to deeper prayer and to discern our
prophetic action?
(3) What follows after the awakening is the phase of prophetic action, an
experience of an initial impetus of faith, a sudden surge of inspiration which brings
about enthusiasm and desire to put one’s new-found conviction or belief into action.
This frequently effusive change in one’s attitude and values is what we commonly
call a conversion or a transformation. We usually have this phenomenon in mind
when we think of conversions. In our rereading of Lydia’s story, we saw that the
immediate effect of her baptism was her capacity to speak and express the movement
of her heart, consequently putting her faith into prophetic action. This tells us that:

“The task of the prophet is to bear witness to God, by word and work, to God’s people
in a particular context or historical situation.”21 Once her heart was opened, her home
was opened too.22 As Lydia gives witness to us, her generous hospitality was her
spontaneous and immediate prophetic action, a sign of her commitment to Christ and
his gospel.
In today’s fragmented world, which is characterized by different levels and
degrees of homelessness, our mystic spirit, our sense of “belonging to God” must
open us up to others and to the world, to offer ourselves, our communities and our
planet earth as a hospitable place for humanity and the whole of God’s creation. We
are all called to contemplation, to fidelity and fruitfulness, to prophetic witness; and
as a faith community in mission we are impelled to give corporate witness to the
charism of prophecy.23 For instance, many of us are called to mission in areas where
there is greater threat of violence and terrorism, tensions among religious traditions, a
resurgence of religious and ideological fundamentalism, environmental exploitation,
and sensitivity to other situations and forms of human conflict. All the more we are
called to stretch our hearts to create a place for people who do not share our belief,
our values, our culture, our background, and points of view. How can we listen with
an open heart, willing to understand where the other is coming from? This is the true
spirit of hospitality. It is not abrogated when there is danger or differences, but only at
that moment proves itself to be genuine hospitality.24
I believe that it is part of our mystical-prophetic vocation to make hospitality
happen, for our generous expression of this virtue to include the realization that our
entire fragile earth, not just the “river” is indeed sacred, a true “place of prayer”.
Through our mystic spirit, we allow to emerge in our consciousness in front of
devastations brought about by global warming and other forms of manipulation of
nature, sensitivity to the ecological question and a dawning awareness that for
spirituality to be authentically mystical and prophetic, it must also be truly ecological.
Our mystic vision will enable us to see ourselves as part of a sacred, interconnected
whole.25
Yet, we cannot be hospitable unless we are truly “at home” with ourselves and
with one another. This “at-homeness” is manifested through our capacity for selfintimacy,
a deep awareness of who we are before God and of everything that we are
and have as coming from God. Together with this basic awareness, the law of nature
also urges us to generously provide for the stranger who has no place to lay one’s
head. In other words, when we become more “at-home” with ourselves, we become
more welcoming of others. We come to realize that there is energy within us to reach
out to others.
The Gospel therefore challenges us to revitalize our communities to be places
where we can learn the language of understanding, to seek ways of bridging the gaps
with other people, especially those who belong to our communities. What can touch
the hearts of people is the transforming presence of God which happens within a
community where stories of life are shared, where songs are sung, where prayers are
raised, and where doors are open to welcome the homeless and the stranger. I can
imagine that this was the kind of faith community experienced by Lydia and her
group of women.
As a consequence Lydia was able to harness the strength of her character and
her gift of leadership to advance the Christian faith within her household and
eventually the Philippian community. Her experience of God’s direct action in her life
impelled her to express her prophetic action within the concrete social location of love
of neighbor by opening her home to her visitors: “If you have judged me to be faithful
to the Lord, come and stay at my home.” Her words remind us of Jesus’ instructions

to the 72 disciples sent on mission in Luke 10 where coming and staying in
households were part and parcel of their mission. Like the house that becomes the
center of the new believing community in Luke, the house of Lydia becomes the
cradle of the Christian community in Philippi.26Her urging message “come and stay at
my home” reminds us as well of the hospitality extended to the Risen Christ by the
two disciples on their way to Emmaus where the two urged Jesus to stay with them in
their house at the close of a day’s journey; and Jesus subsequently “entered” their
house in order “to stay” with them.27The striking parallelism between the invitation of
the Emmaus disciples and that of Lydia suggests a mystical and thus Eucharistic
nature of the hospitality.28 As faith communities in mission, we are called to recover
and express the close link between the Eucharist and the spirit of hospitality. We are
called to live with deep gratitude our mystic faith and to give witness to the oneness
of the Body of Christ among our lay sisters and brothers.
If I were to open my heart and home as Lydia did, who will I invite to come
and stay with me in my community? In what way can we make our communities
centers of hospitality and encounter with God? What do I identify as concrete blocks
in myself and in my community for the expression of the true spirit of hospitality?
Following the example of Lydia, how do we foster a spirit of hospitality —welcoming,
sharing, and invitation — particularly to those who have no faith, to those who have
ceased being involved in the practice of their faith, and to those who belong to other
faiths.
Although the narration of Lydia’s story ended with her having prevailed over
the missionaries to stay in her home, we can just imagine how the process of
conversion continued in Lydia’s life. In fact the narrator is silent again about her,
except in 16:40 where the Philippian portion of Paul’s second missionary journey
ends at her home, which has then become the house church in Philippi. Even the
Letter to the Philippians makes no reference about her. I find the silence in the texts
after this brief event rather symbolic in our discussion of the process of conversion,
because the next stage is indeed a phase of silence.
(4) This is called the quiet phase where time is needed for contemplation. A
frequent and faithful entering into the heart to listen and discern God’s word in the
world is necessary for prophetic action. For change brought about by conversion to
have its deep and lasting effect on the person, a quiet phase is necessary after the
ebullient stage. This is a time of reflection, of withdrawal and moments of aloneness,
a time for making sense of what has happened, a time of testing the authenticity of
one’s mystical experience and the depth of one’s conviction to engage in prophetic
action. This is the time of internalizing the values put forth by the newly accepted and
deepening faith.
The prophetic task requires friendship with God, an authentic intimacy with
God. It is in this intimacy when a deep friendship is developed in quiet moments and
where one learns to share heart to heart with God and begins to see and hear from
God’s point of view. This can be gleaned in the vocational call of Mary and Jesus.
They were called by God to their special mission in some kind of intense,
transformative, revelatory religious experience that scripture presents as an “inaugural
vision” or a prophetic call.29 They heard this call in the silence of their being. While
it is often difficult to find the silence and stillness which are vitally necessary for
spiritual self-discovery and contemplation, the depth and complexity of contemporary
spiritual hunger requires the mystical.30 It is this intimacy with God that eventually
overcomes the possibility of the prophet’s resistance to both speech and action, which
are born of quiet contemplation.31 Ruffing muses with these questions: How else does
one hear God’s word spoken in the heart or in dreams and visions? How else can one

be confident it is God’s word and not merely one’s own? Then comes up with this
assertion: “The mysticism of the prophets is what frees their imaginations and desires
from the defining and constraining power of the world as it is, the world as it
stands.”32
Today as ever before, we are faced with a new challenge and a consequent
invitation to return to mysticism, an experience of being in close contact with the
divine, and to be touched by God’s spirit. In the Church and among religious, there is
a strong attraction to learn from other religious traditions and Asian spiritualities that
teach a unifying and integrated experience of mystical practices. It has become clear
for the churches and the Religious in Asia that triple dialogue—with the poor, with
cultures and with religions—is a creative way of being church. The practice of silence
enables us to listen in dialogue. So taken up with the demands of the mission and
being caught up by the “production oriented” expectation of religious life, somehow
mysticism has been a neglected part of the religious lifestyle. Prayer has become stale
and routine, no longer experienced as the breath of life of the Spirit. The lack of
contemplative prayer in members of a community has contributed to the breakdown
of faith communities in mission to the extent that the religious community can
become the primary source of discouragement and disappointment for its members.
There has to be coherence between the prophet’s message and the prophet’s life.33
The supposed faith communities lose its prophetic edge in the process. Studies have
shown based on interviews of religious in different parts of the world that the
experience of God in personal prayer or through daily events and relationships with
people constitutes the primary source of faith renewal and perseverance of religious
commitment.34
This simply highlights that mysticism is an integral part of our prophetic
witness and vocation. It is through contemplation that we are able to see the world
and the people we are called to serve and minister from God’s heart, from God’s
perspective. The prophetic way of living in a religious community must be highly
conducive to the ministerial exercise of the prophetic vocation of focusing the Word
of God in the concrete situations in which they minister.35 Contemporary needs
challenge us to see that there is no division between mysticism and the prophetic
dimension of the spirituality of consecrated life. There is no antagonism between the
mystic and the prophet; prophets were mystics and mystics were prophets.36
If we were to stay with Lydia and her household after the missionaries have
left and return to our everyday life and work, how could our prophetic vocation be
sustained and deepened? What are the everyday noises—both inner and outer—that
block us from entering into silence or distract us from God’s presence? It is necessary
to identify these noises so that we can begin to bring them to inner stillness.
(5) This quiet phase then leads to the fifth and final movement, which is the
integration phase. Here, the person makes the substance of the conversion an integral
part of one’s being. The period of silence and withdrawal has provided the time to
make sense of what has happened, to integrate the change of attitude, perspective and
belief into one’s history and life, and to form a synthesis of all the parts of the
mystical and prophetic experience of conversion.37 Contemplation and mysticism
require a growth in one’s capacity for discernment and critical thinking in the quest
for the authentic self. An ongoing life of prayer is important in this stage, to discern
continually the action of the Spirit in one’s life. Prophetic speaking and acting do not
have the advantage of hindsight precisely because it is addressed to “what is
happening” right now. Thus the more contemplative the person is, the more one can
make appropriate prophetic action even without the privilege of long periods of
prayer. This phase will enable the person to enter again into the community of faith

and to put that faith into action based on one’s conviction. The prophetic task is to
focus the Word, the proclamation of the Reign of God, directly on and in a particular
situation.38
In many parts of the world, especially in Asia, leaders of Catholic Religious
congregations, more recently in India, have decided to let environmental concerns
shape their lifestyle and activities. This was a fruit not only of discussion but also of
periods of prayerful consideration of how religious must respond to the challenges of
our times. The leaders have resolved to examine the moral and religious imperatives
in their lifestyle including “insensitive use of natural resources” and a tendency to
destroy habitable lands in the name of development.39 The congregational leaders in
their final document state that “greening consecrated life is the most demanding
theme, and it has to be incorporated into every aspect of religious life.’40
We may never know what happened to Lydia and her household after the
departure of Paul and his companions. But one thing is certain: the mere fact that the
church of Philippi grew and flourished in her generation41 is enough testimony of the
depth of Lydia’s conversion and her commitment to continue the mission of Christ.
The example of Lydia and her faith community gives religious life a sense of hope
that in spite of the many challenges besetting us today—such as decline of vocations,
aging, problems in community life, new challenges in the mission, and so on—if and
when we truly listen to God’s word, our hearts will be opened to listen deeply to how
we may renew our baptismal commitment in the context of religious life. As a
renewed focus on the new responses to mission is emerging, we are challenged to
invest our spiritual and material resources in service for the poor/marginalised as well
as for structural change on behalf of God’s people. Truly, all who read Lydia’s story
can judge her fidelity in remaining faithful to the Lord and his mission up to the very
end.
Just as Lydia responded to God’s call to live her baptismal commitment, what
calls do we hear today urging us “to fill situations of darkness with prophetic light
and to dwell courageously in new horizons”?
Conclusion:
Thus our sensitive rereading of Lydia’s story and conversion as well as our
subsequent discussion of the five phases of the conversion process have challenged us
to reflect more deeply upon our religious call to be mystics and prophets in today’s
world. As religious we are called to be more attentive to the presence of the sacred in
our own inner journeys, in the lives of others, and throughout the whole of creation.
Recognising contemplation as a way of life for the whole church, we religious will
see our communities and ourselves as centers of spirituality and the experiences of
God. Just as the first Christian community in Acts — who gathered together in deep
prayer as they awaited the birth of a new beginning — experienced an impelling force
of the mighty wind (Acts 2:2) that emboldened them to engage in prophetic action of
proclaiming and witnessing to the Word to the ends of the earth, we too are called to
live our religious commitment in the same pattern as we continue Christ’s mission in
our world today. May the insights we have gained through our rereading of Lydia’s
story be the beginning of a new Pentecost in our religious life today. May it be an
impetus for us who are today’s disciples to recognize and acknowledge the great
number of women who continue to take on the prophetic task for the church to
flourish in a world that has suffered so much division, violence, exploitation, and
disillusionment. The Spirit is the power within and around us that enables us to live
out our ongoing conversion experiences as Lydia did and thus offer our generous

hospitality as a sign of God’s presence and reign in our midst.
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