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Mystery.  Mystery is something we sense in life. Mystery is a catepiller turning into a butterfly. Mystery 

is the chemistry behind  two people falling in love. It is wrapped up in our sense of the beginning and 

ending of life. Mystery is the only answer to some of life’s questions.   

 

Life (as they say) is full of mysteries.  But it’s not for want of trying to reduce  them. The human 

endeavour of the past few centuries has been to reduce the number of life’s mysteries. As the astronaut 

Neil Armstrong put it, “mystery creates wonder, and wonder is the basis of our desire to understand”. 

That exactly encapsulates the driving force of our age. Today the sheer volume of human knowledge 

now doubles every decade. But it is an odd irony that our understanding of the complexities of physics, 

chemistry and biology are now so profound that the reduction of these mysteries have created whole 

new mysteries for us in daily life. Scientists today are the new magicians… for today it seems they are 

the keepers and revealers of mysteries.  

 

This philosophy of our age has had quite an impact on Christianity in North America. Evolutionary theory 

and paleontology can diminish our wonder in God’s creative power.  Our sense today of what can and 

can’t happen can lead us to discount the miracles of Jesus, because we don’t’ experience those kinds of 

things. They don’t make reasonable sense. My stepmother did not think that Jesus multiplied the loaves 

and fishes at the feeding of the 5,000. “The real miracle”, she said, “is that people got beyond their 

selfishness to share the food they brought for themselves”. That would be a miracle, yes, but that view 

diminishes the sense of wonder and mystery that the gospels sought to inspire.   

 

It is also an odd irony that our very faith can diminish mystery. There is often an urgent need among 

people to understand what God is up to in the midst of tragedy… to get the answer to “why bad things 

happen to good people?” Rarely, in the moment of crisis, is there a satisfying answer to this question. 

The frustration coming from not understanding can push people to believe God isn’t involved in life, or 

to believe God doesn’t exist at all. In those moments our faith can cry out but rather than sense mystery 

some only find emptiness.  

 

So our sense of mystery can wane. Baptism can become simply a rite of passage rather than a mystical, 

spiritual event. Communion can become simply an act of remembrance rather than a time of union with 



Christ and spiritual feeding for the journey of faith. As Neil Armstrong said, “mystery creates wonder, 

and wonder is the basis of our desire to understand”. The downside of this perspective is that if we 

don’t understand we too easily dismiss the mystery.  

 

But God is shrouded in mystery. God is so other, so different, that our limited abilities can never fully 

appreciate God. We’d like to think about God as living next door, when in truth God lives on a wholly 

different plane of existence. As Paul wrote to the Corinthians, “For now we know only in part… now it is 

like looking in an imperfect mirror…. But later we will know fully, even as we have been fully known by 

God” (13:9-12). Our presumption in faith should be that God is never fully understandable, shrouded in 

mystery. So, to rework Neil Armstrong’s formula: “Mystery creates wonder, and wonder feeds faith”.  

 

Let’s consider again the story of the Transfiguration of Jesus. This is one of the most mysterious events 

in the life of Jesus. Jesus took Peter, James and John “up a high mountain by themselves”. Not unusual, 

as Jesus had the habit of going apart from people on hilltops for reflection and prayer. These three 

disciples probably assumed it was one of those occasions. Unexpectedly, they witness an awesome, 

frightening sight. Something totally unreal. Jesus face, suddenly, begins to shine with the brightness of 

the sun. His clothes became dazzingly white. Then two other beings suddenly appear with Jesus, talking 

with Him. Then a voice booms clearly from a cloud, “This is My Son, the Beloved; with Him I am well 

pleased. Listen to Him!”  The disciples were overwhelmed by these events, far out of their range of 

experience, and they fell down paralysed by fear.   

 

What sense do we make of this story, as it is so peculiar and unreal? The Biblical scholar Dominic 

Crossan dismissed it as not historically verifiable. To him the story does not stand the test of rational, 

reasonable understanding. Perhaps, though, it is better to simply look at the reaction of the disciples to 

glean some meaning for us. Here the most bizarre thing yet has just happened to Peter, James and John. 

In the face of the mysteries of God, the followers reacted with awe and fear. Explanations were neither 

offered nor asked for. Being left with their sense of wonder seemed to be enough. And perhaps it was.  

Imagine the disciples carrying the memory of that event for the rest of their lives, even if they didn’t 

understand it. To have experienced God’s presence like that! To have that kind of affirmation that yes, 

this Jesus, was the Messiah. Then God, through the voice from the clouds, encourages a response: “This 

is my Son. Listen to Him!”. We see here a simple way of faith:  in the presence of the mysteries of God, 

we are to be in awe, and know wonder, believe and follow. 

I know of a minister who preached on the Holy Spirit one Sunday. After the service his 10 year old 

daughter came to him. “Dad, you said that the Holy Spirit lives in every Christian”.  “That’s right”, the 

preacher responded, “the Holy Spirit helps us to be a followers of Jesus”. Well a look came over the the 

girl’s face that showed she was processing this idea very deeply. Then she asked, “Then do you have the 

Holy Spirit living in you?” The question caught my friend off guard. “Do you mean, can I feel it in me?”, 



he asked. The girl shook her head. “No, I just mean do you have the Holy Spirit inside you”. The father 

stammered out “Well… I…. ah….” as he frantically tried to come up with some explanations about the 

Holy Spirit. But then he simply  said, “yes”.  The daughter responded, “That must be so very cool!”.   It 

must be… and it is, when you wonder about it.  It is very cool to think that part of our Trinitarian God – 

the Holy Spirit – dwells in you and me.  It is a mystery, without explanations. It just is. Reflect on that. 

The Holy Spirit is a gift of God’s grace given to you, dwelling in you,  to help you on your way of faith.  It 

is an awesome thought, inspiring… and a little frightening.  And the thought does prompt us to become 

more aware of God’s Spirit… dwelling in us: that we might know God better, and live Christ’s life more 

fully. One could say that because the Spirit dwells in us that God transfigures us too.  

 

Mystery creates wonder, and wonder feeds faith. So it would have been for the disciples walking down 

the hillside, casting sidelong glances at Jesus. Still feeling overwhelmed by what they’d just experienced. 

So we should abide with the mysteries that we bump up against, letting them spark our sense of 

wonder, appreciating how awesome our God is: in what God has done for the world, and wants to do 

with you. The creative, all-powerful God of the universe wants to deal with you. That is an awesome 

thought…. And a tad scary!  But imagine what could happen in the moment you respond? 


