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About a decade ago, my 
husband and I traded in our 

old cell phones for iPhones, a move 
that heralded a subtle but profound 
change in our lives.

You see, wherever we go, we have 
instant access to the internet in our 
pockets. With Google, Wikipedia, the 
Internet Movie Database and other 
sites at our fingertips at all times, most 
questions that come up in conver-
sation can be answered in a matter 
of minutes. Our shorthand for this 
phenomenon is “no mysteries.”

There are many fewer mysteries in 
our lives since this technology  
attached itself to our hips. And 
that’s not always a good thing.

You see, I love mystery.

I love being surrounded by the un-
known and the unknowable.

I love living in a universe whose 
known parts are dwarfed by the  
immensity and vastness of those 
parts yet to be discovered.

I love being a human whose knowl-
edge is just deep enough to reveal 
all of the things I do not know and 
never will.

As a child, I devoured mystery 
books by the dozens, graduating 

quickly from The Hardy Boys and 
Nancy Drew to Agatha Christie and 
beyond. I was invariably upset at 
the end when everything was tied 
together neatly.

What makes a good novel, I guess, 
isn’t the stuff of real life, in which 
the right answers are, more often 
than not, never known. I’m pretty 
sure there’s not a single book  
in which Hercule Poirot or Miss 
Marple gathered people together at 
the end and pronounced “I haven’t 
the foggiest idea who did it.”

Now that would be a mystery. And 
I’d love it.

I knew I had found the right college 
for me when the essay I was asked 
to write was to ponder “a question 
with no provable answer.” I should 
have re-examined my intended 
major, though, when I wrote my es-
say on belief in God—it would have 
saved me lots of time wandering in 
the desert of cell biology.

I became a scientist not because I 
thought it would be a way to find 
answers, but because it was a field 
based on questions.

I loved asking questions, probing 
their depths, removing successive 
layers of ignorance to reveal deeper 
and more numerous questions at 
every turn.

Mysterious Ways, continued on page 5

“The possession 
of knowledge 

does not kill the 
sense of wonder 

and mystery. 
There is always 
more mystery.”

ANAÏS NIN
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Mystery is defined in the Webster’s 
Dictionary as “something unex-
plained, unknown, or kept secret...” 
It is, essentially, the void of knowl-
edge. This isn’t necessarily a bad 
thing. As I’ve pointed out to many 
students in my tradition, sometimes 
the fact that there isn’t an answer is 
the most beautiful thing about the 
question. The purpose is to seek, not 
to know. Mystery gives us some-
thing to strive for, and even if we 

MYSTERY
What role does wonder and mystery play in your life?

don’t really need the answer, the 
journey we take shapes us and helps 
us grow. 

Imagine a world where all infor-
mation is readily accessible. Sound 
familiar? Today, finding wonder 
and mystery is truly a gift, and one 
that, in my opinion, shouldn’t be 
overlooked. Take joy in the mys-
teries you come across, whether it 
be something as simple as whether 
or not it will rain today (without 
the assistance of the local news), or 
something as deep as who and what 

Divinity is. Remember that even if 
the answer isn’t one you wanted or 
expected, you went on a journey for 
this wisdom, and you are forever 
altered by it. 

What will tomorrow bring? I truly 
don’t know, but I do know that I will 
face the day with courage, honor 
and joy. I challenge all who read this 
to do the same. May the Gods and 
Goddesses of the Northern Tradi-
tions watch over you all on your 
journeys.  ¢
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TYSON 
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“The most beautiful experience we 
can have is the mysterious. Who-
ever does not know it can no longer 
wonder, no longer marvel, is as good 
as dead” — Albert Einstein 

“Oh mystery! Oh mystery! It’s you…” 
— Yeah Yeah Yeahs 

The first prayer I ever actually “felt” 
was labeled a Native American 
prayer, and a friend had brought it 
back in her stuff from rehab. She 
showed it to me and I insisted that 
we hit our knees at the edge of the 
bed to say it... My own spirituality 
was still operating within the West-
ern Christian paradigm (or prayer-
adigm, rather) at the time.  

I remember that the prayer started, 
“Oh Great Mystery, we pray to the 
North, South, East, and West” (may-
be not those exact words but that’s 
basically how it started).

What I “felt” then is that if any 
prayer I’ve ever prayed could fly, it’d 
be that one. Oh Great Mystery. 

Today, I see mystery as what hides 
the seams between the world and di-
mensions of the life I live in. Mystery 
keeps my ego in check when univer-
sal synchronicity lines up exactly as 
I wanted, when I wanted it, how I 
want it. Mystery delivers humbling 
failures during the most seemingly 
simple operations or endeavors, just 
to let me know I can’t ever know Her, 
let alone master Her. Harsh yet beau-
tiful. Baffling and elegant. 

Mystery is also a place. The place 
where waves become particles that 
function as waves. It’s the space 
between our consciousness and 
the moon when we look up at the 
night sky. Mystery is that island we 
reach when we just know this ocean 
called life is about to drown us. 

The Mystery that I find essential 
to my emotional and intellectual 
survival everyday, especially the 
days we call today, is the mystery of 
why and how the lost are often the 
first to try to give you directions; the 
haters are often the ones to tell you 
how and who to love; the spiritu-
ally dead tell you how to live. This 
mystery removes all the mystery 
from why I am, who I am, and why 
I’m a UU. ¢

ASHER 
CLF Member, incarcerated in FL

The Holy Bible is full of mystery. I 
am fond of the men and women of 
God (prophets and apostles), who 
explained the mystery of God and 
his wonderful traits that produce 
light and life in all created things. 
Furthermore, by studying what role 
wonder and mystery played in their 
lives through wonderful miracles 
and fantastic, mysterious assertions, 
I have been able to understand how 
it plays out in my life. 

Wonder is the wisdom gained 
through hard work and studying, 
and mystery is how I’m going to use 

these great gifts; on what platform 
will I be able to explain my myste-
rious revelations to share with all 
living humanity. Moreover, the role 
of mystery and wonder will play 
out in my life through mentorship 
and counseling to whoever will 
listen or is in need. I desire to lift our 
collective conscience, that I see as 
the literal consciousness of God. I re-
buke all doubt, fear, guilt and all evil 
thoughts. I acknowledge that the 
devil is only a manifestation of evil 
thoughts like doubt, anything less 
than truth, and fear that can only 
materialize as death and hell. 

So, today try to think only the 
thoughts of love, joy, peace, pa-

tience, kindness, goodness, faith-
fulness, gentleness, and self control 
(Galatians 5:22-23). Keep your 
conscience clear and do not let guilt 
have any place in your mind, and 
do not let the adversary of doubt, 
lies, guilt, and fear possess you, 
leading down the road of death and 
hell. Instead, choose the road of 
wonder and unpredictably keeping 
only good thoughts and shunning 
evil as you walk down the road 
of light and life. Although, I may 
stumble and it may hurt my perse-
verance and endurance will help 
me get back up to that mysterious, 
wonderful place with you! ¢
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GARY 
CLF Member, incarcerated in SC

The old television show, “The 
Wonderful World of Disney,” would 
begin with a song “the world is a 
carousel of color.” Truly, if one stops 
and looks, the divine is present in 
our everyday life. Even in prison, 
amidst the drab colors and harsh 
contours, the beauty of a snowfall 
drapes the ugliness with a mantle 
of beauty. The glint of barbed wire 
can be ignored when one beholds 
the swath of red, purple, and pink 
as the sun rises in a burst of magical 

colors that no artist but the Creator 
could possibly exact. Have you ever 
watched a hummingbird hover? Or 
a bee gather nectar? Or the chang-
ing colors of Autumn, like a quilt of 
patchwork as nature puts on a show 
every year? The world is filled with 
the intricate mysteries of nature 
and the marvelous wonders that 
we are often too busy and rushed to 
consider. 

This spectacular daily display fills 
me with a humble reverence for our 
world. We are stewards of this celes-
tial orb and caretakers of its trea-

sures. With this role comes responsi-
bility for its care, just as parents care 
for their children. But earth is not 
our child; in many spiritual tradi-
tions, the earth is understood as our 
mother.

We have no other home. No place 
else to go. Alone here in our “Cin-
derella belt” of the solar system, the 
very hand of the divine is present 
and available to us, if we only (as 
the old saying goes) stop and smell 
the roses. Yes, Disney was right. The 
world is a carousel of color. ¢
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I loved the mysteries of science. I 
loved making guesses at the un-
provable, amassing evidence for the 
unseeable, moving deeper into the 
unthinkable, and asking more ques-
tions than I ever answered.

I loved contributing to the mystery 
of the universe.

Ultimately, the mysteries of science 
weren’t enough for me, though. I 
moved on to being part of a greater 
mystery, a greater question: What is 
the purpose of our existence?

I know that there will never be an 
answer to that question that satis-
fies me. Rather than turning me off 
from the pursuit, though, it ignites 
my love, my passion, and my drive.  I 
am energized and fed by the pur-
suit of unprovable knowledge—I am 
inspired to pay closer attention to all 
that I experience, lest I miss a clue, 
a path to the ultimate or an experi-
ence of the true.

I love mystery, and I love thinking 
that there is an unknowable love 
that surrounds us all—a love that 
can be sensed, but whose source 
remains beyond our comprehension.

It is this mysterious love that drives 
my ministry and asks me to seek 
connections with all the beings with 
whom I share this universe.

In their 1991 song “Mysterious 
Ways,” the group U2 sang of love 

that came from an unknown and 
unknowable source. Their song has 
the added bonus for me of mysteri-
ous meaning: people have debated 
for almost 30 years whether the 
song is about love between two hu-
mans or the love of God, referred to 
in the feminine. The band members 
aren’t saying. Good for them.

In that song, they sing:

One day you’ll look back,  
and you’ll see

Where you were held now by  
this love.

While you could stand there,
You could move on this moment
Follow this feeling.

That mysterious love holds us now—
and yet we have no idea where 
it comes from. One day, it might 
be clear, but for now, just go with 
it. Just feel it, just kneel before it 
and make yourself humble in its 
presence. Wherever it comes from, 
whatever it means, whoever or 
whatever is its ultimate source—just 
let the love surround you.

It’s all right, they conclude, she 
moves in mysterious ways. ¢

Mysterious Ways, continued from page 1
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Collective Lights of the Holidays
DR. ALTHEA SMITH  

Learning Fellow, Church 
of the Larger Fellowship

The theme of this 
issue is mystery, which is 

defined as something difficult 
to figure out. It conjures up images 
of unclear paths, murky environ-
ments with the way forward vague, 
narrow, and tricky to follow. If the 
idea of mystery feels fitting for the 
darkest time of year, perhaps the 
traditions and celebrations of this 
month offer us a way forward.  

On the first Sunday of December, I 
was amazed and somewhat relieved 
to find the altar at my brick and 
mortar church’s worship service 
filled with many lit candles creating 
a brilliant light. As always, we  
began this service by lighting our 
flaming chalice, the symbol of our 
faith. Every time the chalice is lit,  
we recommit to building Beloved 
Community, creating a safe harbor 
for all. It restates our commitment to 
love, acceptance and working on  
social justice. The light from the 
flame serves as an anchor for the 
service. It helps to light our way.

Also on the altar was a Hanukkah 
menorah, with seven candles lit on 
that day. Hanukkah is also called the 
Festival of Lights. By the end of the 
festival, the Hanukkah menorah will 
have nine candles lit, producing a 
glorious light which is traditionally 

placed in a window to amplify the 
glow. This is the time of the year that, 
through this holiday, Jews celebrate, 
dedicate and re-dedicate themselves 
to justice and freedom. 

Sitting next to the Menorah were 
Advent lights, with four candles 
signifying the four weeks of Advent. 
Some Christians light them with the 
idea of hope, love, joy and peace. Two 
candles were lit on the first Sunday of 
December, the second Sunday of the 
Advent season. This is the season of 
preparation for the mystery of Jesus’ 
birth. It is the time of year when we 
are reminded of the importance of 

creating heaven here on earth; when 
we hold both the divine and human 
inside of us, and when, true to Jesus’ 
life, we must feed the poor, heal the 
sick, and redistribute wealth.

Although not represented yet, 
Kwanzaa will be added at the end 
of the month. Seven candles will 
be placed inside the Kinara. Each 
candle represents one of the seven 
principles Umoja (unity), Kujichaglia 
(self determination), Ujamaa  
(cooperative economics), Kuumba 

Collective Lights, continued on page 7
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If you would like us to be able to publish or share your writing in the future, remember to include  
“You have permission to edit and publish my words” somewhere on your submission. 

In this section, we offer questions for reflection based on ideas explored in this issue. You may 
wish to explore it individually or as part of a group discussion. To submit your reflection for 
possible inclusion in a future issue of Quest, tear off your answer and mail it back to us using 
the envelope included in the middle of this issue, or mail a longer reflection separately.

FOR YOUR REFLECTION
Do you love mystery, or do you often look for a way out of it? In what ways do you feel 
the presence of mystery and/or answers to it around this time of year?

(creativity), Ujima (collective work 
and responsibility), Nia (purpose) 
and Imani (faith). For African Amer-
icans, Kwanzaa is a celebration  
of our culture, our history, and  
each other. 

The entire month of December will 
have all of these lights coming from 
our shared altar. They will be extra 
beacons showing the way, acting 
as anchors, reminding us that we 
belong to a group that cares about 
creating a Beloved Community. A 
chalice flame will continue to be lit 

at the center, to remind us that love is 
a principle that we embrace. 

This is often a difficult time of the 
year. In this culture, there can be so 
much pressure to smile, pressure to 
be merry. Adding to regular difficul-
ties, this year has been particularly 
hard; in addition to the toll of the 
pandemic, there has been increased 
violence against trans people, Black 
people being targeted for more 
violence, gun violence escalating, 
homelessness on the rise, opioid 
drug abuse increasing, more and 
more Black and brown people being 
incarcerated, and increasing demon-
stration of white fragility. 

I want to hold on to hope, love and 
peace — but if I’m honest, I am really 
tired of 2021. I would like to be done 
with it and try anew. Here’s hoping 
and praying that 2022 is less violent, 
includes fewer deaths caused by 
guns, and that it begins a dismantling 
of the prison industrial complex and 
a redistribution of wealth. Is that 
too much to ask? Maybe. But I think 
the holidays of this season call us to 
dream big. With the bright lights of 
many traditions sharing space on our 
collective altar, let us rededicate our-
selves making the promises of those 
traditions come true in the world 
around us. ¢

Collective Lights, continued from page 6
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