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Mystery… the very word conjures up an expectation in our minds, perhaps even a physical 

reaction.  In the right tones, under the right circumstances, the evocation of mystery can cause 

our breath to grow shallow, our heart to quicken, the hairs on the backs of our necks to stir.  I 

still remember from my childhood, long before “Mystery Science Theatre 3000” brought its 

bright, satiric tone to TV, listening spellbound in the dark as a low, minor chord, the sound of a 

squeaking door and the sepulchral voice of E.G. Marshall introduced CBS Radio Mystery 

Theatre: “Come in!… Welcome.” 

 

This morning, I want to take us from that familiar and much-loved kind of mystery, through its 

manifestations in more ancient literature and even in the Bible, to the life-giving mystery on 

which Paul writes to the Ephesians.  As much pleasure as I, and I suspect we, get out of the kind 

of mystery associated with E.G. Marshall’s voice or the famous profile on the cover of this 

morning’s bulletin, the mystery Paul writes of is the ultimate source of our greatest joy, our 

greatest strength, and our most profound calling. 

 

I think my fascination with mysteries or, more specifically, the detective novel, began with an 

early exposure to “Encyclopedia Brown,” the boy detective who gets his start when his sheriff 

father shares details of a case at the family dinner table.  From there, I graduated while in 

England to Enid Blyton’s “Adventure” series in which a team of two boys and two girls are 

repeatedly plunged into mysteries and have to solve them under increasingly high stakes.  Upon 

returning to the U.S., I took up the new series fronted by Alfred Hitchcock and centering on the 

“Three Investigators,” teen boys Jupiter Jones, Pete Crenshaw, and Bob Andrews.  I preferred 

these cool cats to the Hardy Boys who, frankly, I found a bit wet.  And, then, my curiosity 

piqued because both author and hero were English, I discovered the “world’s first private 

consulting detective,” who became a lifelong companion – Sherlock Holmes. 

 

I’ve read all of the Holmes canon multiple times; I daren’t speculate how often.  Fortunately for 

me and the multitude of fans of the Great Detective, Conan Doyle’s originals have been 

supplemented by what must be hundreds of books, plays, movies, and TV shows written in 

homage, pastiche, and parody.  To my mind, the Granada Television series, starring Jeremy 

Brett, are the most successfully faithful to the originals, while the current BBC “Sherlock” and 

the ongoing novels by Laurie King, while they take certain liberties with Conan Doyle’s precis, 

manage to capture the spirit and essence of Holmes for a new age.  If you want a good example 

of a “Holmes and Watson” who are definitely not Conan Doyle’s “Holmes and Watson” but still 

manage to delight and mystify, seek out the 1971 film starring George C. Scott and Joanne 

Woodward, “They Might Be Giants,” not to be confused with the ‘80s mock-rock band of the 

same name. 

 

And as long as I’m subjecting you to my fascination with modern mysteries, allow me to 

recommend some other favorites.  Running a close second to Sherlock Holmes as a favorite 

solver of mysteries is Lord Peter Wimsey, the creation of Dorothy L. Sayers.  Sayers, who also 

translated Dante into English, was a bit of an amateur theologian and her book of essays, The 

Mind of the Maker is a standard text for believer-artists of all kinds.  She even has Lord Peter 

opine in the book, Strong Poison, “in detective stories virtue is always triumphant. They’re the 

purest literature we have.”  Margery Allingham created a parody of Lord Peter named Albert 

Campion who, to the author’s great surprise, evolved from a satire to a fully-fledged and quite 
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popular character.  From the early part of last century, I also treasure the works of Dashiell 

Hammett and Raymond Chandler.  More current writers who have my enthusiasm include the 

late P.D. James, Judith Rock, Donna Leon, and for his series featuring Appalachian ethnographer 

Fever Develin, sadly now cancelled by his publisher, Philip DePoy.  A guilty pleasure shared by 

Connie and me are the J.D. Robb “Eve Dallas” books – we call them “mind candy,” entertaining 

and ultimately disposable detective stories, set in the near future. 

 

Having mentioned Dorothy Sayers and her theory of the morality of the detective story as well as 

her theological works gives me leave to note that mystery story and its detective hero are an 

ancient form, found even in the Bible.  Perhaps the best known mystery tale in ancient literature 

is the myth of Oedipus, in which the hero not only wins his kingdom by solving the mystery of 

the riddle of the Sphinx but also loses his kingdom, his eyesight, and his family by his diligence 

in seeking out the mysterious source of the plague which is devastating his kingdom.  In the Holy 

Scriptures, the prophet Daniel provides an early template for the “Perry Mason” mysteries of 

Earle Stanley Gardiner as he ferrets out the truth in court in the story of Susanna and the Elders, 

which you’ll find in the Apocrypha or Deuterocanonical section of your Bible.  Also in that 

section between the Old and New Testaments, you’ll find the Exile-era story of Tobit in which 

Tobit’s son, Tobias, solves the mystery of his wife’s curse by a demon with the help of the angel 

Raphael. 

 

Raphael’s involvement with this last mystery story points us in a slightly different direction.  

There are some mysteries which the most perceptive human cannot fathom without divine 

assistance, not Tobias, not Sherlock Holmes, not even the great prophet Daniel.  This may sound 

shocking to those of us who grew up as Baptists, Methodists, or in other “modern” branches of 

the Church.  For us, faith has too often been connected to propositional belief; that is, we were 

encouraged to follow the Christ because we could “see” the influence of God in our world and in 

our lives.  But those who grew up in more liturgical traditions, Catholic, Episcopalian, even 

Lutheran, may be more apt to be comfortable with the concept of mystery in our faith.  For those 

of you who grew up in those liturgical traditions, if I introduced the ritual of Communion with 

the words, “Let us proclaim the mystery of our faith!” you might automatically reply, “Christ has 

died; Christ is risen; Christ will come again!”  I’ve been to enough masses with Connie’s family, 

I even know the tune. 

 

This is a different kind of mystery.  It is not to be solved, nor can it be.  It is, however, meant to 

be experienced.  The great German Lutheran theologian of the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries, 

Rudolf Otto, described the experience of encounter with the Holy as “a mysterium tremendum et 

fascinans—that is, a mystery before which man both trembles and is fascinated.”  It is a feeling 

akin to that which I described earlier in regard to the radio mystery program when we may seem 

short of breath, our hearts pounding, our skin prickling.  As I was writing these words yesterday, 

I was listening to a recording of Franz von Biber’s “Mystery Sonatas,” in which the eerie sounds 

of a scordatura violin, tuned to an irregular scale, are meant to evoke the emotions of mysteries 

that are joyful, such as the Annunciation and the Visitation, sorrowful, such as Christ’s scourging 

and crucifixion, and glorious, such as the Resurrection and Ascension.  The emotions we feel as 

we encounter this kind of mystery cannot be easily described.  I used the word “eerie” a moment 

ago; other good English words might be weird, which originally referred to the power to control 

destiny, or uncanny, from the Scots “related to the occult or unseen.” 
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The aspect of power hidden in the word “weird” reminds me that the mystery of God is very 

much connected to God’s power.  One of my favorite passages from the writer Annie Dillard 

refers to the often-dismissed power that is truly available to the Church through worship.  In 

Teaching a Stone to Talk, she wrote: “On the whole, I do not find Christians, outside of the 

catacombs, sufficiently sensible of conditions. Does anyone have the foggiest idea what sort of 

power we so blithely invoke? Or, as I suspect, does no one believe a word of it? The churches 

are children playing on the floor with their chemistry sets, mixing up a batch of TNT to kill a 

Sunday morning. It is madness to wear ladies’ straw hats and velvet hats to church; we should all 

be wearing crash helmets. Ushers should issue life preservers and signal flares; they should lash 

us to our pews. For the sleeping god may wake someday and take offense, or the waking god 

may draw us out to where we can never return.” 

 

But while the power we evoke is potentially dangerous in ways we choose not to recall and while 

we generally use the words eerie, weird, and uncanny in negative contexts, the mysteries of God 

are a part of God’s ultimate plan of blessing for us.  Annie Dillard and others would insist, 

rightly so, that we remember that entering into the presence of God unwisely or with impure 

motive exposes us to the sort of danger depicted in the popular movie, “Raiders of the Lost Ark,” 

when the Nazis (“I hate those guys”) are horribly reduced to ash upon their opening of the Ark of 

the Covenant.  But I think the mystery of God as Paul describes it is far more akin to the mention 

of mystery in a quite different film, “Shakespeare in Love.”  Do you remember the moment I 

have in mind?  The theatre manager is trying to describe to a befuddled investor what really goes 

on to mount a production: “(Henslowe) Mr. Fennyman, allow me to explain about the theatre 

business. The natural condition is one of insurmountable obstacles on the road to imminent 

disaster.  (Fennyman): So what do we do?  (Henslowe): Nothing. Strangely enough, it all turns 

out well.  (Fennyman): How?  (Henslowe): I don't know. It's a mystery.” 

 

If we can’t explain the mystery, we can at least describe it.  For Paul, in our passage this 

morning, the mystery is that of grace, that the Gentiles, henceforth defined by their “otherness” 

from the Chosen People of God, “have become fellow heirs, members of the same body, and 

sharers in the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel.”  We Christian descendants of Gentiles 

have gotten used to this idea over the two millennia of Christianity but this really was “good 

news” for the new Christians of Ephesus.  In a culture when newness was suspect, they could 

point to the antiquity of the story of Abraham and the faithfulness of the God who had “adopted” 

them to the Children of Israel over the centuries.  That ancient, powerful God, whose Temple 

even the Romans had not yet destroyed, was now the One to whom they also prayed and relied. 

 

The Ephesians would have also been encouraged by hearing their new faith described as a 

mystery that was “now (being) made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places.”  

You see, mysteries were a big deal in the religious world of the Ephesians.  There were a number 

of religions which relied on “mysteries” to which only their adherents were educated.  According 

to these cults, the eldritch knowledge which they alone possessed allowed their members to draw 

on the powers of the gods to whom they were dedicated, the “rulers and authorities in the 

heavenly places.”  But according to Paul, God the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ (and now, by 

grace, our Father as well) had put God’s own power “to work in Christ when he raised him from 

the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly places, far above all rule and authority 

and power and dominion, and above every name that is named, not only in this age but also in 
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the age to come. And he has put all things under his feet and has made him the head over all 

things for the church, which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all.”  These are some 

amazingly powerful promises for a group of disparate new Christians, many of whom were 

likely slaves or from the poorer classes of the city. 

 

While I would hope that my words could stir in you all some faint tickling of the sense of 

mystery to which Paul referred as he told the Ephesians about the grace of God through Christ, 

the fact of the matter is that we’re not very concerned these days about connecting ourselves to 

the wisdom of the ancients nor about our adoption into the family of Abraham.  And even if, as 

we enter into the season of Epiphany, we stop to consider that the “manifestation of God” to 

which this season of the Church points means that the tiny baby whose birth in Bethlehem we 

celebrated just two weeks ago actually was God Incarnate and therefore healed the breach 

between Creator and created caused by our rebellion, brokenness, and sin, these mysteries may 

not seem to have much impact on our daily lives. 

 

But if we remember that through God-With-Us, through Christ Jesus, the wise and kind 

carpenter from Nazareth revealed as God’s most complete self-revelation, all barriers between 

peoples are broken down – the barrier between Jew and Gentile, the barrier between male and 

female, the barrier between worker and owner – that, my friends, is the kind of revolutionary 

thought that MUST have an impact on our lives.  If those walls have been torn down, as Paul 

wrote to the Ephesians and at many other places in his letters to the churches, then we cannot 

live as if they are still up.  We must embrace as our sisters and brothers those with different 

educational achievements than ourselves.  We must see as family those who come from different 

socioeconomic strata than ourselves.  We must embrace as beloved those whose skin tone is 

different, those who speak other languages, those whose gender identity is not like ours.  As we 

await the inauguration of a new administration in the United States which has vowed to start 

building walls, we must remember that our primary allegiance is to an already inaugurated 

kingdom whose ruler has declared all walls to be null and void.  If we are to embrace the spirit of 

a President of the United States, then let us embrace the spirit of Ronald Reagan on the day when 

he famously said, “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!” 

 

We need not fear to exercise this calling to be wall-breakers, not even though the tide of political 

will might seem against us, because on the side of sweeping away barriers, on the side of true 

human unity, is the most powerful force in the universe – the spirit of God.  And while our God 

is holy and hidden, obscured from our eyes and minds by a rolling cloud of night, beyond all 

naming, our God is the God of grace, the God of glory, and our God waits to pour God’s creative 

power upon us, God’s people, as we follow in the Jesus Way.   In God’s mysterious power is our 

strength.  In God’s mysterious and gracious love, is our joy, our glorious flower.  In God’s 

power, manifest through Christ’s weakness, is our life.  Thanks be to God!  Amen. 

 


