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There have been several times in my life where I thought that I knew how to do something only to discover – with some embarrassment – I didn’t know how to do something.  I sometimes find it difficult to admit that something round doesn’t fit in a square hole.

This experience can easily be applied to today’s Gospel story from Mark.  The scribe thinks that he has it right.  He hears truth in what Jesus says, but the truth that he hears, he doesn’t experience.  Rather, he gives intellectual assent.  Jesus, as a result, says to him, ‘You are not far from the kingdom of God.’ 
Jesus can’t say, ‘You experience living in the kingdom of God’ (I suspect) because he knows that the scribe has only intellectual understanding and not experiential knowing.  All who experience God, experience mystery, and mystery is beyond our intellectual capacity.  It can only be experienced.  It is an experience in which we unconsciously flow into loving God and people from the overflow of love that we experience because we know that God dwells with us.

This doesn’t mean that we can’t also give our intellectual assent, but our intellectual assent is secondary.  Experiencing that we live in God and God lives in us, because it is beyond us, is not human knowledge.  Rather it is divine faith.  It is being surrounded by mystery, which is always somewhat disconcerting, feels risky, and creates peace… all simultaneously.
Etty Hillesum (1914–1943), a Jewish woman living in Nazi Germany, describes both an intellectual assent and an experience of God dwelling in her, in the midst of all the horrors of the Westerbork transit camp, a staging ground for the deportation of Jews during the Holocaust.  She writes in her journal:
This morning, while I stood at the tub with a colleague, I said with great emotion something like this: ‘The realms of the soul and the spirit are so spacious and unending that this little bit of physical discomfort and suffering doesn’t really matter all that much. I do not feel I have been robbed of my freedom; essentially no one can do me any harm at all.’

She continues: Truly, my life is one long hearkening unto my self and unto others, unto God.  And if I say that I hearken, it is really God who hearkens inside me.  The most essential and the deepest in me hearkening unto the most essential and the deepest in the other. God to God.

This knowing urges Hillesum, rather than going into hiding, to spent her last weeks of freedom supporting people who are facing deportation to Auschwitz. In her diaries she writes: . . . [A]ll we can manage these days and also all that really matters: that we safeguard that little piece of You, God, in ourselves.  And perhaps in others as well.  Alas, there doesn’t seem to be much You Yourself can do about our circumstances, about our lives.  Neither do I hold You responsible.  You cannot help us, but we must help You and defend Your dwelling place inside us to the last.
Ultimately, she concludes, we have just one moral duty: to reclaim large areas of peace in ourselves, more and more peace, and to reflect it toward others.  And the more peace there is in us, the more peace there will also be in our troubled world.
Etty Hillesum is a good example of someone who experiences God.  Her experience overflows in service to others, and it happens so naturally that she doesn’t know that she is serving others.  This is what it means to live in the Kingdom of God.
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