
The Mystery and the Gift 

Living The Mystery 

Life is a mystery to be lived, not a problem to be solved. 

What does that mean? 

Life is, of course, full of problems.  More, perhaps, for some 
people than for others; but few of us would expect to get 
through our lives without being faced by problems.  As an 
individual, I may have all sorts of problems.  If my roof is 
damaged in a storm, that’s a problem.  If my car won’t start, 
that’s a problem.  If I can’t find a way to earn a living, that’s 
a really worrying problem.  If a relationship is under strain, 
that’s a really distressing problem. 

We often have problems as a society: problems of 
community breakdown, problems of crime and other anti-
social behaviour, economic problems, problems in our 
relationships with other nations. 

When we are faced with a problem we will try to solve it.  In 
theory, at least, any problem may have a solution.  
Sometimes the solution may be very difficult to find, but we 
always have before us the thought that we must try to solve 
it and we can at least imagine the possibility that we might 
be able to solve it. 

That is how science works: it tries to find out how things 
work, it suggests possible answers, it tests these possible 
answers by experiment and accepts as true those answers 
which survive experimental testing, while realising that 
further testing, or new evidence, may lead to different 
answers. 

There are, however, also mysteries: the everyday mysteries 
of birth and death; the mysteries of the unpredictable 
energies within the atom and of the endless expanse of space 
beyond us; the mysteries of human freedom, and of man’s 
sense of good and evil in an apparently random world.  Such 
mysteries as these cannot be solved – for what would count 
as a solution? 

Above all, there is the mystery of life: not the question of 
how life began, interesting though that may be; nor of how 
our bodies work, important though that undoubtedly is, but 
the basic, unanswerable question of why life exists at all.  



That anything should ever be at all, it seems to me, wrote 
Sydney Carter, is quite incredible. 

It is this “radical amazement”, this refusal to take anything 
for granted, that lies at the root of religion.  So the 
suggestion that life is a mystery to be lived is not intended 
to mystify you, to confuse you; it is not suggesting that you 
need to be some kind of high-powered intellectual before 
you can live your life.  On the contrary, it is saying the exact 
opposite, for if life is a problem to be solved you might have 
to be a high-powered intellectual to solve it. 

If you think of life as a mystery to be lived you start by just 

living it.  Just to be is a blessing.  Just to live is holy.  Life is 
not a mystery to oppress you, to burden you with 
unanswerable questions.  You swim in the mystery as a fish 
swims in the sea.  There is nothing you have to solve. 

Although the mystery cannot be solved, it can be 
contemplated, reflected upon; and it can be named.  The 
name we give to the ultimate mystery is God; the name we 
give the creative mystery that lived among us is Christ.  
When we name God, when we name Christ, we are naming 
the mystery; but we are not solving it, we are not gaining 
control over it; and if we think we are, then we had better 
stop using those names.  God and Christ are not our tame 
deities, to be taken down off the shelf and dusted now and 
again, to be called in as back-up in our disputes with 
others.  We do not prove our credentials by talking about 
God and Christ as if we were their best pals.  Awe in God’s 
presence is the beginning of wisdom, because awe in God’s 
presence means wonder at every aspect of the created 
universe, amazement at our very existence, astonishment at 
the possibilities of love, delight in just being alive.  If we 
mean anything less than this awesome mystery when we 
talk of God, and of the life God has given us, then we are 
taking the name of God in vain. 

To say that life is a mystery to be lived is just to say that it 
is astonishing that anything should exist at all and to be 
filled with awe and wonder that there is a life to be lived at 
all. 

Life is mystery to be lived, not a problem to be solved. 

 



Enjoying The Gift 

Life is a gift to be enjoyed, not an obstacle to be overcome. 

The nineteenth-century British Prime Minister Lord 
Melbourne is reported to have said on one occasion that 
what he liked about the Order of the Garter was that when 
it was awarded there was, as he put it, “no dam’ nonsense 
about merit”.  It was in the gift of the sovereign and she 
awarded it to whomsoever she chose without any question 
of merit.  That may or may not be a good way to award the 
Order of the Garter; but each of us is rewarded day be day 
with “no dam’ nonsense about merit”.  In the words of 
Jesus, “God makes his sun to rise on good and bad alike 
and sends the rain on the honest and the dishonest.” 

In other words, we live by grace, by what the Shorter 
Catechism defines as “unmerited favour”.  Some Christians 
have, of course, misunderstood the whole idea of unmerited 
favour, teaching that the grace of God is given to some and 
not to others.  Robert Burns has his character “Holy Willie” 

speak of God who as it pleases best thysel’, send ane to 
heaven and ten to hell, a’ for thy glory, and no’ for ony guid 
or ill they’ve done afore thee.  The grace of God as described 
by Jesus is poured out on good and bad alike because God 
is love and it has nothing to do with what we deserve. 

Which of us, after all, can claim to have deserved the fresh 
green of spring, the mild calm of a summer’s evening, the 
soaring song of the lark, the laughter of water over 
moorland stone, the steady beating of the sea, the turn of 
the leaf in the fall of the year, the crisp clarity of a winter 
morning, the smell of rain on dry ground? 

Which of us can claim to have deserved the loving care of 
parents, the daily renewed excitement of growing up, the 
painful joy and wonder of falling in love, the tenderness and 
sharing of marriage, the amazement of parenthood, the 
quiet security of friendship? 

Which of us can claim to have deserved those moments of 

insight, or peace, of sheer ecstasy when we are surprised by 
joy?  Experiences which poets describe but which, in some 
form or other, come to most of us.  My heart leaps up wrote 

Wordsworth when I behold a rainbow in the sky. 



Which of us can claim to have deserved the gift of music?  
Whether it be the lilt of an Orkney fiddle, or the yearning in 
a ballad singer’s voice, or the sheer brilliance of an 
orchestral symphony, it brings with it a glimpse of the 
blessedness at the very heart of life. 

The experience of each of us is, of course, different.  There 
will be those who will quite reasonably be impatient with 
any talk of the mystical or the sublime, who will say that 
their experience includes nothing of this kind, or that 
neither poetry nor music speaks to them in the way I have 
described.  Fair enough.  Even so, we cannot ignore the 
“given”, all that comes simply because it comes, unasked 
for, unsought for, perhaps even undesired; but always a 
benediction, a gift, a delight. 

This blessedness really does lie at the root of life.  The world 
is full of tragedy and of the lesser miseries and frustrations 
that make life less perfect than it should be.  But into all 
lives comes this grace, this gift, this unmerited favour.  It 
comes into all lives because the universe itself, the whole of 
creation, is a gift.  The universe exists, you and I exist, the 
horses, the whales and the bees exist, the trees and the 
flowers and the rocks and the rivers and the oceans exist, 
the stars exist only because the ultimate power is the power 
of God’s love, overflowing in free grace, in the gift of life and 
in all the gifts that make life more than mere existence. 

It is the fundamental Christian conviction that this same 
God of love is in the midst of this life which we are given, 
with all its miseries, frustrations, confusions and tragedies; 
with all its delights and achievements and insights and joys.  
Above all, that the love of God was present in the human life 
which Jesus Christ has shared with the rest of us.   

In spite of our constant misuse of what we have been given, 
grace comes to us still, making life possible, making 
possible a life that is full and rich, and assuring us that 
there is nothing in all creation that can separate us from 
the love of God.  

Life is a gift to be enjoyed, not an obstacle to be overcome. 

 

      



 
 
 
  


