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"METAPHORS AND MYSTERY"

[SAIAH 55:06-9
LUKE 1:5-13

WHAT DO METAPHORS HAVE TO DO WITH MYSTERY?
AND WHAT DO BOTH OF THEM HAVE TO DO WITH
ADVENT, CHRISTMAS, AND WITH GoD?

1. FIRST, LET'’S LOOK AGAIN AT WHAT A
METAPHOR IS, AND THEN WE'LL SEE HOW IT

RELATES TO MYSTERY AND TO THIS SEASON OF

ADVENT AND CHRISTMAS AND WHAT IT ALL HAS
TO SAY ABOUT (OD,

A METAPHOR IS A FIGURE OF SPEECH, OR A
COMPARISON, OR AN IMAGE OR SYMBOL, AN

ANALOGY, RELIGIOUS LANGUAGE, AND PARTICULARLY
THE LANGUAGE OF THE BIBLE, IS FILLED WITH
METAPHORS., “THE LORD IS MY SHEPHERD,” IS

A METAPHOR, (OD IS LIKE A FATHER OR MOTHER --
THAT'S USING A METAPHOR TO SPEAK OF (OD,

JESUS USED ALL KINDS OF METAPHORS TO DESCRIBE
HIMSELF, HERE ARE A FEW OF THEM: "I AM
THE BREAD OF LIFE.,” "I AM THE GOOD SHEPHERD,”
"I AM THE VINE AND YOU ARE THE BRANCHES."

THE GOSPEL WRITERS CALL JESUS "THE LAMB

OF GoD,” "THE SON OF GOD,” "THE LIGHT OF

THE WORLD,"” "THE WORD MADE FLESH,"” AND MORE,

JESUS SAID TO HIS DISCIPLES, "“You ARE THE
SALT OF THE EARTH,” A METAPHOR., “YOou ARE



THE LIGHT OF THE WORLD,” ANOTHER METAPHOR.
THE IDEA OF GoD AS A "TRINITY"” IS A METAPHOR,

A WAY OF SAYING THAT WE EXPERIENCE GOD IN
AT LEAST THREE WAYS.

ONE PROBLEM WITH METAPHORS IN RELIGIOUS
LANGUAGE 1S THAT OVER THE YEARS PEOPLE TEND
TO MAKE THE METAPHOR INTO DOCTRINE., SO

GOD AS FATHER BECOMES: GOD IS A MALE,
METAPHORS, HOWEVER, ARE ALWAYS MEANT TO
POINT BEYOND THEMSELVES,

THE PARABLES WHICH JESUS TOLD ARE METAPHORS.
WHAT IS THE KINGDOM OF GOD? IN ANSWER TO

THIS QUESTION, JESUS DOES NOT SPEAK OF THE
REORGANIZATION OF SOCIETY. RATHER, HE SAYS,
“THE KINGDOM OF (GOD IS LIKE A WOMAN IN SEARCH
OF A PRICELESS PEARL AND SHE FINDS IT.”

OR, TO USE THE LANGUAGE OF TODAY, IT IS

LIKE FINDING A DIAMOND RING YOU THOUGHT

YOU'D LOST FOREVER,

METAPHORS SUGGEST OR POINT TO, RATHER THAN
EXPLAIN IN DETAIL., HOW DIFFICULT IS IT

FOR A RICH PERSON TO ENTER PARADISE? JESUS
USES A METAPHOR: IT IS EASIER FOR A CAMEL
TO GO THROUGH THE EYE OF A NEEDLE THAN FOR

A RICH PERSON TO ENTER THE KINGDOM OF HEAVEN,
A MODERN METAPHOR MIGHT BE, "IT IS EASIER

FOR A MERCEDES TO GET THROUGH A REVOLVING
DOOR,” OR "IT 1S EASIER FOR NELSON ROCKEFELLER
TO GET THROUGH THE NIGHT DEPOSIT SLOT OF

FIRST NATIONAL CITY BANK” THAN IT IS FOR




A RICH PERSON TO ENTER GOD’S KINGDOM,

BUT THEN JESUS ADDS THAT, THOUGH THIS MIGHT
BE IMPOSSIBLE FOR US, WITH GOD ALL THINGS
ARE POSSIBLE., OR HE MIGHT QUOTE ISAIAH,
"FOR MY THOUGHTS ARE HIGHER THAN YOUR
THOUGHTS AND MY WAYS HIGHER THAN YOUR WAYS,

SAYS THE LORD.,”

2. WHAT, THEN, DO METAPHORS HAVE TO DO
WITH MYSTERY? SINCE GOD CAN NEVER BE
ADEQUATELY DESCRIBED WITH HUMAN WORDS,

INSTEAD WE USE WORD PICTURES, OR METAPHORS,
THE FACT THAT WE HAVE TO USE METAPHORS TELLS

US THAT THERE IS ALWAYS MYSTERY BEYOND OUR
DESCRIPTIONS.

A METAPHOR CALLS US TO LOOK AT SOMETHING

IN A NEW WAY, METAPHORS USE IMAGES, THE
OPPOSITE OF A METAPHOR IS OFTEN ABSTRACT
_ANGUAGE OR ANALYTIC LANGUAGE, FOR EXAMPLE,
USING ABSTRACT LANGUAGE WE CAN SAY THAT

GOD IS OMNIPOTENT, OMNISCIENT, AND OMNIPRESENT.
BUT THAT'S NOT VERY DESCRIPTIVE,

THUS, JESUS ALWAYS DESCRIBED GOD AND GOD’S
ACTIVITIES AND ATTRIBUTES WITH PARABLES

OR STORIES OR METAPHORS. DOES GOD ANSWER
YOUR PRAYERS? JESUS SAYS IF YOUR 10-YEAR-

OLD ASKS YOU FOR A GOLDFISH, DO YOU GIVE
HIM A BLACK WIDOW SPIDER? IF HE COMES TO
YOU FOR AN ESKIMO PIE, DO YOU KNOCK OUT
HIS TWO FRONT TEETH? DOES GOD KNOW YOU




INTIMATELY? “THE VERY HAIRS OF YOUR HEAD
ARE NUMBERED!”

METAPHORS POINT TO MYSTERY. THEY AT THE
SAME TIME POINT TO NEW WAYS OF SEEING AND
UNDERSTANDING WHAT GOD IS LIKE.

GOD IS THE SHEPHERD WHO GETS MORE OF A KICK
OUT OF THAT ONE LOST SHEEP WHEN HE FINDS
IT AGAIN THAN OUT OF THE 99 WHO HAD THE
GOOD SENSE NOT TO GET LOST IN THE FIRST
PLACE, GOD IS THE ECCENTRIC HOST WHO, WHEN

THE COUNTRY CLUB CROWD ALL TURN OUT TO HAVE
OTHER THINGS MORE IMPORTANT TO DO THAN COME

LIVE IT UP WITH HIM, GOES OUT INTO THE SKID
ROWS AND SOUP KITCHENS AND CHARITY WARDS
AND BRINGS THEM ALL TO DINNER.,

GOD IS THE OUTLANDISH GOD WHO DOES IMPOSSIBLE
THINGS WITH IMPOSSIBLE PEOPLE, AND METAPHORS
HELP POINT TO THE MYSTERY. GOD’S WAYS ARE
CERTAINLY NOT OUR WAYS, NOR GOD’S THOUGHTS
OUR THOUGHTS,

5. WHAT, THEN, DO METAPHORS AND MYSTERY
HAVE TO DO WITH ADVENT AND CHRISTMAS?

|l IKE METAPHORS, THE STORIES THAT SURROUND
ADVENT AND CHRISTMAS SPEAK TO US OF THE

MYSTERIOUS IN LIFE AND OF THE FACT THAT
GOD WORKS IN WAYS THAT ARE NOT OUR WAYS.,

IHESE STORIES ARE FILLED WITH UNUSUAL EVENTS,



/ECHARIAH AND HIS WIFE ELIZABETH ARE TOLD
THEY WILL HAVE A BABY, EVEN THOUGH ELIZABETH
IS BEYOND CHILD-BEARING AGE AND HAS NOT

BEEN ABLE TO HAVE BABIES EARLIER. MORE

MYSTERY -- THIS INDIVIDUAL WILL BE THE
PREPARER OF THE WAY FOR THE MESSIAH.

THEN A YOUNG UNMARRIED WOMAN NAMED MARY
IS TOLD IN A VISION THAT SHE WILL HAVE A
CHILD AND HE WILL BE THE “SON oF GoD." AND
SHE WONDERS HOW THIS CAN POSSIBLY BE, SINCE
SHE HAS NO HUSBAND, WHEN THE BABY IS BORN,

IT IS IN A STABLE, HIDDEN FROM MOST OF THE
WORLD., YET A STAR TELLS OTHERS OF ITS BIRTH.

THE EVENT IS ALSO TRAGIC, FOR THE KING HAS
MANY BABIES KILLED IN THE REGION OF BETHLEHEM,

AOPING IN THAT WAY TO KILL THIS SPECIAL
NEW CHILD,

THE BIRTH OF JESUS AND THE EVENTS WHICH
SURROUND IT AS TOLD BY MATTHEW AND LUKE

SPEAK OF MYSTERY AND OF GOD’S WAYS NOT BEING
OUR WAYS,

THESE STORIES REMIND US AGAIN AND AGAIN

THAT GOD CANNOT BE SIMPLY EXPLAINED OR
CONTAINED IN ANY ONE FORMULA OR STATEMENT

OR DOGMA OR CREED, [IHIS SHOULD NOT SURPRISE

US. THE OLDER WE GROW, THE MORE MYSTERIOUS
LIFE BECOMES.

THE METAPHORS AND MYSTERIES OF ADVENT AND
CHRISTMAS REMIND US THAT THERE IS MYSTERY



IN ALL OF LIFE., IF WE DO NOTHING ELSE
DURING THIS SEASON, WE NEED TO STOP, PAUSE,
WONDER, STAND IN AWE, AND REFLECT,

STOP AND THINK FOR A MOMENT RIGHT NOW,
WHAT DO YOU WONDER ABOUT THE MOST? IN HIS

LATEST BOOK, LATE NIGHT THOUGHTS ON LISTENING

TO MAHLER’S NINTH SYMPHONY, DR, LEWIS THOMAS
HAS ONE ESSAY ENTITLED, “SEVEN WONDERS,”

HE BEGINS THE ESSAY BY NOTING THAT HE HAD
RECENTLY RECEIVED AN INVITATION TO JOIN

SIX OTHER PEOPLE AT DINNER TO MAKE A LIST

OF THE "“SEVEN WONDERS OF THE MODERN WORLD,"
TO REPLACE THE SEVEN OLD., OUT-OF-DATE

WONDERS, HE DIDN'T PARTICIPATE IN THE
PANEL, BUT IN THE ESSAY HE TELLS US WHAT
HIS PRESENT DAY LIST OF SEVEN WONDERS WOULD
INCLUDE,

ONE OF THE SEVEN IS A SPECIES OF BEETLE
KNOWN AS “ONCIDERES.” IT QUALIFIES AS A
WONDER BECAUSE OF THE EXCEEDINGLY MODERN
QUESTIONS RAISED FOR EVOLUTIONARY BIOLOGISTS
ABOUT THE THREE CONSECUTIVE THINGS ON THE
MIND OF THE FEMALE OF THE SPECIES. HER
FIRST THOUGHT IS FOR A MIMOSA TREE, WHICH
SHE FINDS AND CLIMBS, IGNORING ALL OTHER
KINDS OF TREES IN THE VICINITY. HER SECOND
THOUGHT IS FOR THE LAYING OF EGGS, WHICH

SHE DOES BY CRAWLING OUT ON A LIMB, CUTTING
A LONGITUDINAL SLIT WITH HER MANDIBLE, AND
DEPOSITING EGGS BENEATH THE SLIT. HER THIRD
AND LAST THOUGHT CONCERNS THE WELFARE OF
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HER OFFSPRING; BEETLE LARVAE CANNOT SURVIVE
IN LIVE WOOD, SO SHE BACKS UP A FOOT OR

SO AND CUTS A NEAT CIRCULAR GIRDLE ALL
AROUND THE LIMB, THROUGH BARK AND DOWN INTO
THE CAMBIUM, IT TAKES HER EIGHT HOURS TO
FINISH THIS CABINET WORK, THEN SHE LEAVES.
AND WHERE SHE GOES, I DO NOT KNOW, THE
LIMB DIES FROM THE GIRDLING, FALLS TO THE
GROUND IN THE NEXT BREEZE, AND THE LARVAE
FEED AND GROW INTO THE NEXT GENERATION,

HOW ON EARTH DID THESE THREE LINKED THOUGHTS

IN HER MIND EVOLVE TOGETHER IN EVOLUTION?
How couLD ANY ONE OF THE THREE BECOME FIXED

AS BEETLE BEHAVIOR BY ITSELF, WITHOUT THE
OTHER TWO? HOW DOES SHE KNOW WHAT TO DO?

AND HOW DID THE MIMOSA TREE ENTER INTO THE
PICTURE? LEFT TO THEMSELVES, UNPRUNED,
MIMOSA TREES HAVE A LIFE EXPECTANCY OF 25

TO 50 YEARS., PRUNED EACH YEAR, WHICH IS

WHAT THE BEETLE'S GIRDLING WORK ACCOMPLISHES,
THE TREE CAN FLOURISH FOR A CENTURY. THE
MIMOSA - BEETLE RELATIONSHIP IS AN ELEGANT
EXAMPLE OF SYMBIOTIC PARTNERSHIP., AN EXAMPLE
OF THE CONNECTEDNESS OF ALL CREATION, IT

IS TRULY SOMETHING TO MAKE US WONDER.,

SOMETHING ELSE LEWIS THOMAS WONDERS ABOUT.,
[T IS HUMAN BEINGS WHEN WE ARE GATHERED
TOGETHER IN OUR COLLECTIVE, CRITICAL MASSES,
SO FAR WE HAVE LEARNED HOW TO BE USEFUL
TO EACH OTHER ONLY WHEN WE COLLECT IN SMALL
GROUPS -- FAMILIES, CIRCLES OF FRIENDS.




SOMETIMES EVEN IN COMMITTEES. THE DRIVE

TO BE USEFUL IS ENCODED IN OUR GENES, BUT
WHEN WE GATHER IN VERY LARGE NUMBERS., AS

IN THE MODERN NATION-STATES, WE SEEM CAPABLE
OF LEVELS OF FOLLY AND SELF-DESTRUCTION
TO BE FOUND NOWHERE ELSE IN ALL OF NATURE,

CERTAINLY THERE IS A LOT TO WONDER ABOUT.
A BABY IN A STABLE! A MAN ON A CROSS! WHAT
DO THESE SAY TO US ABOUT GoOD?

THERE IS DEEP MYSTERY IN ALL OF LIFE. IF

YOU FIND SOMEONE WHO SAYS THERE IS NO MYSTERY
OR WONDER. WHO SAYS THAT HE OR SHE HAS ALL

THE ANSWERS, THEN BE CAREFUL OF THAT PERSON
OR THAT GROUP,

OR IF SOMEONE SAYS, "ALL THE ANSWERS ARE

IN THE BIBLE,” BE CAREFUL OF THAT PERSON,

THE BIBLE IS NOT AN ANSWER BOOK FOR ALL
QUESTIONS, IT, T00, IS FILLED WITH METAPHORS
AND MYSTERIES,

THE MYSTERY WHICH SURROUNDS CHRISTMAS AND
ALL THAT COMES BEFORE AND AFTER IT REMINDS
US TO HAVE A DEEP DISTRUST OF DOGMATISM,
OF PEOPLE OR BOOKS OR FORMULAS OR GROUPS
WHICH OFFER ONLY SIMPLE ANSWERS TO IMMENSE

MYSTERIES.

LIFE IS FILLED WITH MYSTERIES AND AMBIGUITIES.
THE ONE WHO SEEKS TO SAVE HIS OR HER LIFE
WILL LOSE IT, BUT THE ONE WHO LOSES OR GIVES
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HIS OR HER LIFE AWAY WILL FIND IT. MYSTERY!
BLESSED ARE THE MEEK! BLESSED ARE THE POOR

IN SPIRIT! BLESSED ARE THE PEACEMAKERS!
GOD’S WAYS ARE NOT OUR WAYS,

THIS ADVENT SEASON AS YOU PREPARE AGAIN

FOR CHRISTMAS, TAKE SOME TIME TO WONDER
ABOUT THE WONDER OF IT ALL., PONDER WITH
ELIZABETH AND MARY THE MYSTERIOUSNESS OF
GOD AND OF LIFE ITSELF, DELIGHT IN MYSTERY.,
ONE REASON THAT RELIGION IS OFTEN FLAT AND

STALE AND WEARISOME FOR PEOPLE IS THAT THE
SHEER WONDER IS LEFT OUT.

ADVENT AND CHRISTMAS KNOCK A ROUTINE, COMMON-
SENSE WORLD OF ORDER TOPSY TURVY., EVERYTHING
IS GLORIOUSLY OUT OF PLACE; ELIZABETH HAS

A BABY WHEN SHE IS TOO oLD. MARY., AN
UNMARRIED YOUNG WOMAN, HAS A BABY IN A

BARN, THERE IS A SONG IN THE SKY. AND
SHEPHERDS SEE VISIONS, AMAZING, MYSTERIOUS!
[RREGULAR. AMEN,




