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Absolutely Beautiful!
Psalm 27; Revelation 21:1-2, 9-21

Most of us know that the Book of Revelation is notoriously difficult to
understand. It was in fact written cryptically, and uses all manner of code
language to deliver its message.  And if your hope is that this guest preacher
is going to give you the magic key to it all, or, as one brother put it, "unscrew
the inscrutable," then I need to confess at the beginning that I'm going to
disappoint.  My treatment of these verses is different.  Rather than attempt to
explain what these words are saying, I want to draw your attention to what
these words are doing.  And, to put it in a word, what these words are doing
is ‘beauty.' 

When John the revelator penned these words there actually was little
beauty on the Christian horizon.  Only roiling, dark clouds of fear filled
Christian skies.  John saw them and felt them, for he was in exile—banished
to the isle of Patmos by the Roman overlords because of his witness to Jesus
the Christ.  And those to and for whom he wrote?  Anxiety if not terror
accompanied every breath they took.  For them there was no weekend
getaway to the beach, no quick trip to the mountains for a breather—no, not
in this era: any hour could be their last hour, any morning's farewell could be
their final parting.  It was a brutal, ugly time for those who loved Jesus. 

In the first twenty chapters of this book John deals with this
circumstance. But when John writes his final words to them he doesn't dwell
on these matters. Rather, he paints pictures; pictures of such lavish beauty
that they still attract. He doesn't talk about grey prison walls or dark hideaway
caves; he doesn't speak of the jailer's lash or the growl of empty stomachs.
No, he paints a canvas of a holy city coming down out of heaven radiant as
a bride walking down the center aisle of the church.  He paints a picture of a
city with jewel-studded foundations: jasper, sapphire, emerald, topaz,
carnelian—why, even their names are pretty.  He writes of the streets of this
city; they're gold, pure gold.  And at the heart of the city there is the throne of
God and of the Lamb, with a river of crystal water, gurgling, splashing its way
through the city bringing life and healing to all.  Finally, he tells of kings
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lowering their national flags and entering humbly into this beautiful city of
God—the city of the Lamb, the prince of peace.

A bit too garish for your taste?  A bit too cheesy or velvet Elvis or just
downright gaudy for today's sensibilities?  Perhaps so.  But do note what John
is doing. Using the images, categories and colors of beauty of that culture and
time, he is placing before their imaginations a beautiful scene.  He's giving
stunning pictures to a staggering church, painting a picture so alluring, so
attractive, so beautiful that these Christians will be willing to go through hell
to reach this heaven.

John is using beauty as a primary tool for ministry.  And so does God.

The Church hasn't talked much about beauty lately.  Our ancient
founders did, though.  "Is anything more magnificent than the beauty of God?"
asked the second century church father Basil of Caesarea.  St. Augustine has
a famous prayer that begins, "Late have I loved you, O beauty ever ancient
yet ever new."  Their thought world was fed by such scriptures as our Psalm
text today in which we hear a pilgrim wishing he could live forever in God's
house in order to behold the beauty of the Lord (27:4) When you read the
words of these early believers you get the feeling that they could easily have
substituted the word beauty every time they read the word glory in their Bible. 
For them it's not so much the glory of God as it is the beauty of God that the
Bible keeps talking about. 

That fits, doesn't it?  "The heavens are telling the glory—the beauty—of
God" says the psalmist. Blinded by urban glare, we city dwellers may forget
the stunningly beautiful show God puts on upstairs every night. And "when
morning gilds the skies" the spectacle continues: sweeping green meadows,
majestic trees upon the horizon, the steady lapping of waves upon a
wind-swept beach, the pink-orange blush of a quiet sunset. Has not God
made everything beautiful in its own time?  Such created beauty is part of
God's ministry to us.

Why, the only "ugly" thing God ever did—a flood that wiped the world
clean—God immediately repented of it and, vowing "Never again," God
placed a luminous, multi-colored rainbow in the sky.  A celestial covenant
promising: "I am the God of unwavering beauty, not of petulant wrath."

And when God took on flesh and walked among us, is there not a daily
beauty about his ways that takes our breath away?  When they brought to him
a woman taken in adultery, wanting him to join their punitive parade, he gently
wrapped a cloak of mercy around her, shaming those vigilantes into
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embarrassed silence.  Absolutely beautiful!  Later, when they chased him
down in a garden and marched him off to a kangaroo court, beat him
senseless and staked him out on a pole to die, he said only, "Forgive them,
they don't know what they're doing."  Beautiful!  And when the voice of God
summoned him from death on Easter morn, smashing death's doors and
leaving his swaggering enemies sputtering in defeat—you tell me that's not
absolutely lovely!

Beauty, I tell you, is God's name…and beauty is God's game.

Not a one of us sits here this morning because of the bullying of God,
not a one of us is in the Lord's service because God terrified us. Maybe some
preacher did—but not God!  No, no! Always, always, it is the goodness of God
that leads us to repentance (Rom. 2:4).  It is the kindness, the beauty of God
that lifts the latch of the heart so the King of glory may enter.  The sign of this
faith of ours isn't the fist of anger and threat, but the open arms of a cross. 
This is the picture, the beautiful picture, God gives us.

And the meaning of all this beauty?  Its intent?  Well, beyond the
purpose of drawing us to God, I think it's meant to show us one means by
which we can love and serve God.  If we wish to be persons and to be a
people who represent God well, this concern for ‘beauty' must be our concern. 
To do beautiful deeds and to do them in a lovely manner—this is our concern. 
Thus, beauty becomes our name and our game.   The assignment before us
is to reappropriate John's methodology—God's methodology—and give
primacy to that which is beautiful.

David Buttrick writes of an eccentric painter whose habit it was to go
about the ghettoes of decaying cities and identify walls of abandoned
buildings.  To everyone's amazement, on these very walls this painter would
paint beautiful murals.  This is a parable of Christian ministry—to paint
breathtaking beauty upon the walls of this decaying world.  To lift up the
downcast with a vision of a grander, higher plain than we have found.  To sing
a new rapturous song of beauty into a society screaming its emptiness and
disappointment.  

Is this not what Martin Luther King, Jr. did for our nation on that
sweltering August day of 1963?  He painted a picture.  When all we could see
was snarling police dogs and race riots, King gave us a picture of a world
where the sons and daughters of slaves and slave owners could sit down at
a table of brotherhood. He told us of a nation where our children would no
longer be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their
character, where little black boys and black girls could join hands with little
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white boys and white girls and walk together as sisters and brothers.  King
used beauty, transfiguring beauty to help us dream better dreams and strive
toward higher horizons. Beautiful words, wonderful words.

Recall the 1994 movie Shawshank Redemption. It's set in the vilest of
places, Shawshank Prison, where inmates were brutalized by the system as
well as by one another.  It is a world of death.  Yet Andy Dufresne, a man
wrongfully convicted of murder, undoes it all—at least for a few minutes when
he barricades himself in the office containing the prison's public address
system.  He connects it to a record-player and broadcasts a lovely duet from
Mozart's Marriage of Figaro.  Men whose ears for decades have only heard
profanities and threats now hear beautiful music!—and throughout that entire
hell of prison, heads look up, straining to hear, and hardened faces light up
in stunned surprise.  At least for a moment, ugly dies because beauty arises. 
Beautiful music.

I do most of my Sunday worshiping nowadays at Duke Chapel.  (As you
know it's just a humble, little country church building.)  Not long ago I was
standing near the entrance when a fellow entered the front door, and I
overheard him as he entered the majestic nave of that stunning building,
saying: "Oh my God!"  Exactly!  Beautiful places also serve God's cause. 

Someone much wiser than I has said that ultimately the world will be
saved by beauty—by the lovely gesture, the kind reply, the soft soaring
melody, by the word fitly spoken, the high road taken, the colorful canvas filled
with light, the dancer giving visibility to a prayer.

Beauty—it counteracts the ugly, I tell you.  Too easily have we
dismissed it as weak, as incapable of accomplishing the difficult, the
impossible.  I don't buy it. Not for a moment.  As a pastor I've stood too often
beneath a funeral home tent and heard broken hearts look up to me saying,
"Preacher, say something pretty."  What did you have in mind? I wondered.
"The Lord is my shepherd. I shall not want…Yea though I walk through the
valley of the shadow of death, thou art with me, thy rod and thy staff they
comfort me…Surely, goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my
life and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord forever."  Beautiful—and
powerful beyond telling.

Ultimately, it seems that it comes down to this, to the power of a
beautiful life, to the influence that gracious, caring, loving individuals carry. 
Lest you scoff at the power of such—recall the most powerfully influential
person in your spiritual history.  Mine was my maternal grandmother.  She
was barely literate; the only book I ever saw her read was the Bible.  She lived
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the last twenty years of her life in a mobile home; she sent a triple tithe to
folks like Oral Roberts.  My educational pursuits worried her. Once, while I
was pursuing my doctorate, she was at our home on Thanksgiving Day.  She
walked up to me, pulled my chin down so she could look me full in the eye,
and said, "Danny, don't you ever forget Jesus."
She was just a simple, poor, easily overlooked lady whose life, on most
people's scales, didn't amount to much.  But grandma was powerful— one of
the most powerful persons in my life—because she herself was absolutely
beautiful. 

Let the beauty of Jesus be seen in me; all his wonderful passion & purity.

Holy Spirit divine, all my nature refine, till the beauty of Jesus be seen in me.
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Pastoral Prayer July 28, 2013

God of all creation and Lord of our hearts, through the sending of your
Son and the gift of the Holy Spirit, you have invited us into relationship with
you, and we marvel at what that means for our lives.  You are the Good
Shepherd who nurtures and sustains us, who cleanses us by the waters of
baptism and nourishes us at your table.  You are our Strength and Fortress,
who shelters us from the storms of life that would threaten to overcome us
were it not for your protection.  You are our Guide and Friend, who walks with
us along this journey to guide our steps and calm our anxious spirits.  And
sometimes you are the Disturber of our souls, calling us back when we
wander, correcting our selfish and short-sighted ways, molding us to reflect
your very image within us.  That you, O God, would care for us so deeply is
often all that we need and sometimes more than we can fathom.  We are
grateful that in our best moments, we can experience your abiding presence
and express gratitude for your tender care.

But we know, Gracious God, that you have called us not only to know
you but also to seek community with one another. You have formed us into
the Body of Christ and empowered us for ministry in the world.  Equip us now,
we pray, to carry out that work with courage and compassion.  Where there
is pain, grant that we might become agents of healing.  Where there is
violence, teach us to be messengers of peace.    Where there is need, make
us generous.  Where there is despair, allow us to foster hope.  As we serve
within and beyond these walls, enable each of us to claim and use the gifts
you have placed within us so that we might fulfill your calling for our lives and
that your light and life might be shared with your children everywhere.  In the
name of our crucified and risen Savior and by the power of your Holy Spirit we
offer our prayers this day and every day.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards 
Associate Minister
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