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The true mystery of the world is the visible, not the invisible. ~Oscar Wilde 

 

I. 

 

We know “the Dude abides,” but what does “dude” mean? It’s part of our culture, but 

no one knows for sure where the word came from . . . it’s a . . . mystery.  

 

The word began to appear in US newspapers sometime in the Nineteenth Century, 

long before Cheech and Chong made the word de rigueur in the marijuana lexicon.  

 

It appears the word may be a derivative of "doodle," as in "Yankee Doodle Dandy”—the 

dude who “stuck a feather in his cap and called it macaroni.” (Come to think of it, 

why did Yankee Doodle call a feather “macaroni”?) 

 

Well, ”macaroni” was a British slang term in the 18th century describing the wealthy 

young Brits who had been sent to the Continent to see the world. Many of them 

returned with exaggerated fashions, exaggerated manners, and a taste for that exotic 

Italian concoction, macaroni.  

 

Apparently Yankee Doodle was such a backward, provincial hick that he thought a 

mere feather in his cap was high fashion.  

 

And come to think about it, where does the phrase “feather in one’s cap” come from, 

for that matter? 

 

But no time for that rabbit hole—because we still don’t know how the macaronis of 

London became the “doods” of New York—d-o-o-d-s, in print at the time, by the way. 
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No, no one knows where “dude” comes from, except that it was “d-o-o-d” first, then 

d-u-d-e. But the best guess is that it is a shortening of the word “doodle,” Yankee’s 

last name. Or is it his middle name? 

 

And that song, which became a patriotic hymn among Revolutionary American troops, 

appears to have originated as a derogatory song sung by the British regular troops to 

mock the North American volunteers . . . during the French and Indian Wars of the 

1750s and ‘60s. 

 

And that’s just one guess about “dude,” with many possible slips along the 

etymological path. “Dude” is, in other words, one of those things Winston Churchill 

famously called, “a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma.” (Which, by the 

way, was originally used in reference to the intentions of Russia.) 

 

A “feather in the cap,” by the way, was apparently the European understanding of 

the (purported) practice of Native Americans adding a feather to their headdresses 

each time they had killed someone.  

 

Or the phrase may refer to the Medieval European practice of hunters putting feathers 

in their caps for good luck on hunting expeditions.  

 

All guesses. Bottom line: the origins of these words and phrases are a . . . mystery.  

 

Chances are you didn’t wake up this morning wondering where “dude” came from, 

but chances are you became at least somewhat curious. People like mysteries.  

 

The mystery of Flight 370 has recently held the attention of the entire world.  

 

Where did Amelia Earhart go? 
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Is there really a Bermuda Triangle? 

 

Could what I saw have been a ghost? 

 

Do people really have out-of-body experiences? 

 

Do aliens really abduct people? 

 

How do Ouija boards work? 

 

What do all those strange coincidences and synchronicities we all experience mean? 

 

We have a whole line of popular fiction called “mysteries.” Mystery novelist John D. 

MacDonald begins one of his books, Darker than Amber, this way: “We were about to 

give up and call it a night when somebody threw the girl off the bridge.”  

 

Makes you wonder what happens next, doesn’t it? 

 

Much like life in that way, isn’t it? What’s going to happen next? It’s a mystery.  

 

II.  

 

Last week we thought about the first of the Aspirations of this Society, the aspiration 

to “live joyfully and ethically, in loving, reverent relationship with humanity and 

nature.” 

 

This week I want to explore the second of our Aspirations, to “pursue wisdom through 

reason, science, art, and the stories of civilization.”  
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Yes, human beings like mysteries. But I’d like to think through some distinctions 

concerning what sorts of mysteries there are.  

 

One, there are those mysteries that aren’t really mysteries: how a diesel engine 

works, for example, is a mystery to many of us here this morning. But how a diesel 

engine works in only a mystery to those who haven’ taken the time to look at diesel 

engines. They are a marvel of complexity, yes. But there’s no mystery as to how a 

diesel engine works. People design them. People build them. People repair them. And 

they’re everywhere.  

 

So, many things are mysterious only because we haven’t taken the time to figure out 

how they work.  

 

Actually, how Ouija boards work isn’t a mystery either: it’s all about the “ideomotor 

effect.” That’s the term that a scientist, William Carpenter, coined in 1882 when he 

was researching how fortune-telling pendulums, and dowsing rods, and the table 

movements of “spirit mediums” worked their magic. We don’t even know it, 

Carpenter argued, but we unconsciously make the movements we expect spirits or 

magic magnetic forces to make.  

 

How dowsing rods work is not a mystery. We make them work.  

 

But the reason that Ouija boards are not a mystery is that curiosity led someone to 

discover the truth. Fact is, the “ideomotor effect” is counter to the evidence of our 

own senses: we don’t know we are producing the movements that we think are 

coming from the spirit world. Our senses have fooled us.  

 

Only a deep curiosity to solve a mystery can lead to this kind of discovery.  

 

This is the distinction I’m searching for. 
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Mystery, it appears, can lead to complacence and even superstition, or it can lead to 

discovery. 

 

That’s why the battle between science and religion has been so brutal for so long in 

the Western world. It has been twenty-five hundred years since Socrates was 

sentenced to death for, quote, “refusing to recognize the gods acknowledged by the 

state, and importing strange divinities of his own.”  

 

Question: Can the gods make rain if there are no clouds? Socrates thought not.  

 

Some curious people looked at the mystery of rain and decided that perhaps the 

phenomenon occurred for some reason other than the actions of the gods.  

 

Question: Why is it that the Abrahamic monotheisms—Judaism, Christianity, and 

Islam—have been resistant to scientific knowledge while Hinduism, Buddhism, 

Confuscism, Daoism, and earth-based religions have not? 

 

Is that another one of those mysteries? 

 

Is it a product of these religions, or is it a product of the ways of thinking that led to 

these religions? After all, Socrates died four hundred years before the birth of Jesus. 

 

Could it be that democracy is the problem? 

 

Or perhaps patriarchal rule? 

 

Or perhaps the very oppression itself served to encourage curiosity? 

 

Is it a mystery? I’m curious . . . 
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We human beings have a sense of awe and wonder that motivates us to ask questions, 

that motivates us to use our imaginations and our reason. We aspire to “pursue 

wisdom through reason, science, art, and the stories of civilization.”  

 

At one time, a time before microscopes and telescopes and oscilloscopes and scoping 

in general, stories and reason were all we had.  

 

Why does it rain? 

Why are we here? 

What is the purpose of our lives? 

What is the purpose of the universe? 

 

Who’s in charge here?  

 

El? 

Yahweh? 

Astarte?   

Quetzalcoatl? 

Vucub-Caquix? (a Mayan bird god) 

 

Gods and gods in charge of this and that, gods in human form, gods in animal form. 

Stories, stories, stories.  

 

Eventually a crazy Greek named Xenophanes came along and said,  

 

“If oxen and horses and lions had hands and were able to draw with their hands and 

do the same things as men, horses would draw the shapes of gods to look like horses 

and oxen would draw them to look like oxen, and each would make the gods bodies 

have the same shape as they themselves had.”  
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Xenophanes saw—he was roughly a contemporary of Socrates—Xenophanes saw that 

it’s anthropomorphism. We create gods in our own image. They do things that we 

understand. “Why would that be?” asked Xenophanes. It was a mystery. 

 

What is the purpose of the universe?  

 

Xenophanes solved that mystery, 2500 years ago: If there were a purpose, human 

beings would not understand it. There is no purpose: purpose is an 

anthropomorphism, a giving the universe human characteristics. We might as well ask, 

Does the universe yearn? Does the universe get hungry?  

 

The universe just isn’t human, even if we imagine a really, really big human. 

 

That’s what the poet Dana Gioia is getting at in his poem called “Words.” 

 

The world does not need words. It articulates itself 

in sunlight, leaves, and shadows. The stones on the path 

are no less real for lying uncatalogued and uncounted. 

The fluent leaves speak only the dialect of pure being. 

 

It’s not a mystery: the universe does not need us and our endless words. As Ludwig 

Wittgenstein said, “If a lion could talk, we could not understand him.” 

 

There. THAT is where one mystery is:  

 

Because we need purpose, we project purpose upon the universe.  

 

Our first job is to figure out that we do that. And then stop doing that. (Or at least 

realize that we are doing it.) 
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Only then can we get down to a real mystery: Each of us can ask ourselves, “What is 

my purpose?” When each of us figures that out, we have pursued wisdom and caught 

up with it. Maybe even put a saddle on it for awhile.  

 

One of my pet theories is that this is exactly the reason so many people are 

abandoning traditional religions. The meaning and purpose asserted by traditional 

religions just don’t make sense because they pretty clearly don’t add up to 

meaningful lives, good behavior, or good societies. The evidence argues quite the 

opposite.  

 

We also know that social forces and the need to make a living—or merely survive—are 

very good at assigning purposes to us. Assenting to those assigned or required 

purposes often proves to be bad for the individual.  

  

Wisdom is knowing that me, you, all of us—nobody has a purpose . . . until we figure 

it out. And, even  after we do manage to wrestle it to the ground and put a bridle on 

it once, our purpose is very likely to do a little Houdini on us. Purpose is a shape 

shifter, if you will. It’s a moving target in our lives.  

 

Our own purpose is the greatest mystery. Yet, we know we’ve got it when we come 

alive, as Howard Thurman famously said, “Don’t ask what the world needs. Ask what 

makes you come alive, and go do it. Because what the world needs is people who 

have come alive. 

 

III. 

 

Seriously: who said we get to declare our own mysteries? 

 

The age of the earth is not a mystery. 

When dinosaurs existed is not a mystery. 

That natural selection shaped life on this planet is not a mystery. 
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Just because I don’t know something does not make it a mystery. 

 

As science fiction writer Philip K. Dick put it, “Reality is that which, when you stop 

believing in it, doesn't go away.” 

 

Our challenge in this world is not to imagine mysteries that are not there. We do well 

to “pursue wisdom through reason, science, art, and the stories of civilization.”  

 

Our challenge is to adjust to the real. And find our meaning and our purpose in the 

here and now.  

 

Theoretical physicist Max Planck said, “Science cannot solve the ultimate mystery of 

nature. And that is because, in the last analysis, we ourselves are a part of the 

mystery that we are trying to solve.”   


