The WAY Forward: Seeking Beauty
Big Idea: Beauty reminds us the God is good.
Purpose: To challenge people to notice beauty.
Passage: Genesis 1:11-21

Verse: Psalm 34:8

Opening
A Beautiful Sunset
-As most of you are aware, I take a yearly backpacking trip with some other friends that
love the outdoors. In May 2014 we spent a week in Olympic National Park a few hours
north of here in Washington. We spent three nights in the rainforest and three nights
hiking 26 miles of the coast.
Our third campsite on the coast was tucked back into this magical little cove. As we
approached our site, we ran into a guy named Jesse. He was Canadian and very friendly.
Jesse had on a pack, but he was also carrying a really nice tripod and a camera that
probably costs as much as my car. Since we were all shooting pictures with our iPhones,
we asked Jesse if he would mind snapping a shot of us and sending us the picture via
email. He happily complied.
We discovered he was a professional photographer, in the backcountry hoping to snap
some pictures he could publish. He waved goodbye and disappeared out of sight into the
next cove. We prepped dinner and kicked back to chat and watch the sunset. We had
already seen some splendid sunsets, but it became quickly apparent that this sunset was
going to be special. The sky started to explode with diﬀerent variations of light. It was like
a fireworks display. It was a kaleidoscope of brilliant colors that only a master artist could
envision. The show got better and better, but since we were in a cove the sunset was
disappearing behind the adjacent ridge that Jesse had climbed.
A few of us decided to clamber up that ridge so we could continue watching. I was dog
tired after a week of backpacking, but I didn’t want to miss out on the show God was
putting on. I laced up my boots and we ran for the ridge. We climbed as quickly as
possible, and when we crested the top the scene was a beauty you cannot describe. The
sky was literally exploding with light.
Then we looked down and saw another impressive sight. Jesse was down in the surf
attempting to capture it all on film. He had gators on up to his chest because the tide was
rushing in. He was bouncing from rock to rock with his tripod in one hand and his $10,000
camera in the other. He would quickly set up, take
his shot, and then grab everything right before a
wave came crashing in.
I’m not sure what was more captivating—the work of
the artist in the sky, or the work of the artist in the
waves. We shouted down our encouragement to
Jesse and he let out a shout of joy in response to the
exploding sky. Later, Jesse sent us one of the
pictures that he took that night. I hope he won an
award for it.
-What were we doing that night? We were seeking beauty. When is the last time you
found yourself saying, “That’s beautiful!”? We need to notice beauty now more than ever. I

realized as I was prepping this message that I don’t think I have ever heard a sermon
preached on beauty. I know I have never spoken about it. That is about to change.
Review & Practices
-We are in the 3rd week of a series called The WAY Forward: Following Jesus in a Chaotic
World. Our world is undeniably chaotic, more so than I can ever remember. How do we
follow Jesus in the chaos? How do we emerge from this season healthy and
wholehearted? This series is designed to give us practices that will allow to do just that.
-In week one we discussed the practice of unplugging. We aren’t meant to go, go, go
without taking a break. We need to take regular breaks to be in the uninterrupted
presence of God. We need to unplug, and power down, so we can operate the way we
were created to operate. Our unplugging practice is to take a break at least once a day
to be in the uninterrupted presence of God. If you sign up for New Hope’s app, we will
send you a push notification every Monday with a prayer we have written for this series.
You can pray this prayer to help you unplug.
-Last week Pastor Mike explored the practice of simplicity. We only have so much space in
our hearts. We often fill up our hearts with little things that don’t really matter. Simplicity
is about focusing on our hearts on the things that matter most. The simplicity practice is
to give something away. Give something away that we don’t need to create space for what
we do need. The intent was to give something material away, but we can also give away
something that takes up our time and attention as well. This will also create space for what
matters most.
-This week our practice is seeking beauty. Portia will be reading our Scripture passage.
Public reading – Genesis 1:11-21
-Then God said, “Let the land produce vegetation: seed-bearing plants and trees
on the land that bear fruit with seed in it, according to their various kinds.” And it
was so. The land produced vegetation: plants bearing seed according to their
kinds and trees bearing fruit with seed in it according to their kinds. And God saw
that it was good. And there was evening, and there was morning—the third day.
And God said, “Let there be lights in the vault of the sky to separate the day from
the night, and let them serve as signs to mark sacred times, and days and
years, and let them be lights in the vault of the sky to give light on the earth.” And
it was so. God made two great lights—the greater light to govern the day and the
lesser light to govern the night. He also made the stars. God set them in the vault
of the sky to give light on the earth, to govern the day and the night, and to
separate light from darkness. And God saw that it was good. And there was
evening, and there was morning—the fourth day.
And God said, “Let the water teem with living creatures, and let birds fly above
the earth across the vault of the sky.” So God created the great creatures of the
sea and every living thing with which the water teems and that moves about in
it, according to their kinds, and every winged bird according to its kind. And God
saw that it was good. (Genesis 1:11-21)

Big Idea
It was TOV

-That reading was from Genesis 1. This is the start of our story. The first words of our Bibles
are – in the beginning God created. And then God starts to create. The author of Genesis
lists the things God creates on each day. It is quite a list.
A key principle of understanding the Bible is to notice what is being repeated. If
something is repeated, we are meant to pay attention. It is important. What phrase is
being repeated in Genesis 1?
Here is where you can participate. If you are participating in our online gathering via our
website, you can click on the Bible part and go right to Genesis 1. What phrase is being
repeated again and again? Say it to the people you may be watching with. Write it in the
chat. The phrase that is repeated again and again is – …and God saw it was good.
-The Hebrew word translated as good is TOV. The word TOV is one of the most important
words in the Hebrew Scriptures. It is used 562 times and its Greek equivalent is used
numerous times in the New Testament. The writers of Scripture want us to focus our
attention on TOV.
-The word has a broad range of meaning. Translating it as good captures some of that
meaning. There is certainly a sense of moral goodness that is part of the word. But the
word is so much more than moral goodness. The word literally means well-crafted. It
means something working the way it’s supposed to work. The word TOV could easily and
appropriately be translated as…beautiful.
-As many of you know, I just started my doctorate under New
Testament scholar and author Scot McKnight. Scot’s newest
book is all about this word TOV. It is called A Church Called
TOV. Since Scot is an expert on TOV, I chatted with him about
it. He agreed that a good translation of the word would be
beautiful. Scot is working on a new translation of the New
Testament. He told me that every time TOV is translated in the
New Testament, he is using the Greek word for beauty.
-Scripture tell us that God is TOV, God’s design is TOV and we
are designed for TOV. In Genesis 1, TOV is God’s artistic
evaluation of His own work. He declares it is TOV. It is wellcrafted. It is pleasing to His eye. It is beautiful. That is a
transformative way to read Genesis 1. Every time is says, and
God saw it was good, replace the word good with the word
beautiful. And God saw it was beautiful.
-God creates light. And God saw it
was beautiful. It accomplishes its
purpose of vanquishing darkness.
God creates the land and the seas.
And God saw it was beautiful.

God creates vegetation and trees.
And God saw it was beautiful.

God creates the sun, moon and stars.
And God saw it was beautiful.

God creates birds and
creatures of the sea.
And God saw it was
beautiful.

God creates wild animal
and creatures for the land.
And God saw it was
beautiful.
And God created you and
me. And God saw it was
beautiful.
At the end of Genesis 1 God surveys his entire creation
and God declares it is very beautiful.
-Beauty is a well-played concert. It is a coordinated golf swing. My golf swing is not TOV.
Beauty is the right word at the right time. It is the Sistine chapel, a well-coordinated event,
a math equation, and a yummy meal. All these things are TOV or beauty. TOV is when
parents parent the way they are supposed to parent and TOV is when the church operates
the way it was called to operate.
-This idea is carried into the New Testament where we are introduced to the good news or
the TOV news or the beautiful news of the gospel. As followers of Jesus, we are meant to
live out and embody the beautiful news with good works or beautiful works. Jesus said
for his followers to let their light shine so that others may see [our] good deeds [or TOV
deeds or beautiful deeds] and glorify our Father in heaven. When we create beauty out of
our lives through the power of the Spirit, it reflects back on the One Who is TOV. At the
end of our days, God’s final approval will be well done my TOV and faithful servants. Well
done my beautiful and faithful servants. As Scot told me – God’s doesn’t give letter grades
He gives TOV.
-Knowing all of this, it is remarkable that no one ever seems to talk about beauty. How did
it take me this long to preach on such an important topic? Beauty is not on the periphery
of our story. Beauty is at the heart of our story.
Beauty reminds us that God is good.
-Why is beauty so important? Beauty reminds us that God is good. In a chaotic world
where there is so much darkness and struggle, we need to be reminded regularly that God

is good. Philosopher and author Dallas Willard described beauty as goodness made
manifest to the senses. Beauty is an essential part of experiencing the goodness of God.
-This why King David declares, “Taste and see that the LORD is good.” (Psalm 34:8a) To
seek beauty, to notice and recognize beauty, is to remember that God is good. It is to
remember all God has done and all God has yet to do. As we seek beauty, we need to be
aware of several things.
Seeking Beauty
Beauty is otherworldly
-First, beauty is otherworldly. Henri Matisse was a
famous French painter from the early 20th century.
Here is my favorite Matisse painting. It is called a View
from Notre-Dame. Matisse once said, beautiful things
always carry greetings from other worlds within them.
I think this is true – beauty points to the presence of
another world.
-In a world without God, beauty is not necessary.
Beauty has no utility. From a naturalistic viewpoint,
we don’t need beauty to survive. And yet we do seem
to need beauty to survive. We hunger and thirst and
for beauty. This longing is evidence of the existence
of a God who is the source of beauty and of another
world God has created that is invading our world.
-I love our two dogs. But neither Elvis or Zion has
ever stopped on one of our hikes looked up at the
mountains and thought – that is beautiful. The
appreciation of beauty is strictly a human
phenomenon. Scripture reveals that we were made in
God’s image. And beauty is a central part of God’s
nature. That is why we long for beauty. We long for
God and for the way the world is supposed to be.
-Theologically, this is called the argument of beauty.
When we encounter beauty, we experience a sense of
longing. The beauty we encounter never quenches that longing, but points us to a coming
world, a coming Kingdom with a King that will fulfill our deepest longings. C.S. Lewis
talked about this a lot in his writings.
-The author of Ecclesiastes writes, “He has made everything beautiful in its time. He has
also set eternity in the human heart; yet no one can fathom what God has done from
beginning to end. “(Ecclesiastes 3:11) God will make everything beautiful in its time. The
longing for that reality is etched into our hearts. When we experience beauty, it evokes a
longing for that day when God will make everything beautiful. Experiencing beauty is a
signpost of what is coming.
-I have only recently begun to realize this is how beauty works. I always had the
experience but could not name what was happening. Now I know.
I will be a bit vulnerable here. On a regular basis, I weep when I listen to beautiful music,
read a beautiful story, or watch a beautiful movie. It happens at least once a week. I told
my doctor about this and he suggested I might have a hormone imbalance. I don’t think I
have a hormone imbalance.

I think I am experiencing a longing for the Kingdom that is coming. I remember years ago
finishing one of my favorite novels, Peace Like a River by Leif
Enger. It is a remarkable book. The last part of the novel is a
scene where one of the characters transitions from this world
into the world to come. It is remarkably beautiful.
I couldn’t stop reading. I read until I finished the book it was
around 2 AM. And I wept for the final 10 pages. Tears were just
streaming down my face. I wanted to share the moment with my
wife but I thought if I woke her at 2 AM to tell her about my
book, it would no longer be a beautiful moment. I wasn’t
experiencing a hormone imbalance. I was experiencing beauty
that evoked a longing for a coming Kingdom where beauty I was
experiencing would reach its fulfillment. In that moment I knew
God was good. The Celtic Christians called this moment a thin
place – a place where the divide between heaven and earth is so
thin, we are almost there.
-Music often ushers me into thin places. I am a huge fan of
classical music, especially solo piano or sparse arrangements. In a chaotic world where
things often seem so dark and hopeless, the beauty of music reminds me that God is
good. When life is feeling especially chaotic, I sometimes put on beautiful music and just
soak it in. Feel free to join me in that.
I could make endless suggestions but I would start with
Chad Lawson. Chad is a celebrated American pianist and
composer. He was written some pieces meant to
accompany prayer. One of his newest songs is called Stay
and it is beautiful. It will remind you that God is good.
-I am reminded of a scene from the movie Shawshank
Redemption. Andy Dufresne, played by Tim Robbins, is
falsely imprisoned for murder in one of the worst prisons
in the country. He befriends Ellis, played by Morgan
Freeman, who is also serving a life sentence.
Life in that prison is hell on earth. Andy wants to usher his fellow inmates into another
world. He breaks into the warden’s oﬃce, locks the door behind him, and plays Mozart’s
beautiful The Marriage of Figaro for the entire prison to hear. Ellis says the following as he
listens:
I have no idea to this day what those two Italian ladies were singing about. The
truth is I don’t want to know. Some things are best left unsaid. I like to think
they were singing about something so beautiful it can’t be expressed in words
and make your heart ache because of it. I tell you those voices soured higher
and farther than anybody in a gray place dares to dream. It was like some little
bird flapped into our drab cage and made those little walls dissolve away. And
for the briefest of moments every last man at Shawshank felt free. (Shawshank
Redemption)
-Beauty is otherworldly. It reminds us that God is present and that God is good.
Beauty emerges from suﬀering
-As we seek beauty, we also need to realize that beauty emerges from suﬀering. The
Pacific Northwest has endured one of the worst fire seasons in history. Most of you

watching this were impacted in some way. Some of you had to flee your homes. A few of
you encountered loss. We grieve with you. There is no doubt that wildfires are destructive.
But there is also beauty that emerges from the suﬀering.
The National Forest Service has realized the benefits that wildfires can bring in their
aftermath. Starting in 1970, they started allowing fires to naturally burn themselves out
unless they were threatening populated areas. Forest fires clear out diseased trees, brush,
debris, and deadly insects. This allows new healthy trees to germinate and grow. Smaller
plants like geraniums and berry vines pop up from the scorched earth from seeds and
roots that have been buried for years. Pine trees drop their cones in a fire where the heat
of the fire releases new seeds to emerge into the soil. Perhaps the prophet Isaiah had this
in mind when he prophesied that the Kingdom come would be a time of beauty for ashes.
-Makoto (Mako) Fujimura is one of our world’s
most celebrated painters. Mako’s painting hang in
galleries around the world. He has lectured at
Yale, Princeton and Oxford. He has performed at
Carnegie Hall and was a Presidential appointee to
the National Council of the Arts. Mako is also a
committed follower of Jesus and uses his art to
proclaim the beautiful news. My wife and I had a
chance to meet Mako years ago. We have a print
of his hanging in our home.
Mako was born in Boston to Japanese parents. He
become the first non-native to study at a prestigious school of painting in Japan. At that
school, he learned an ancient form of painting called the Nihonga (Knee-honga) technique
which dates back to the 15th century. Mako started to use this technique, which uses
natural pigments made from minerals such as gold, silver and platinum, to create modern
pieces of art. The technique utilizes other natural material like clam shells. To be used, the
minerals and shells must be pulverized and ground by hand down into fine dust. These
broken minerals allow Mako’s painting to refract light in such a way that they look diﬀerent
depending on what light they are in.
He refers to the light refractions as a grace arena. Mako’s painting style has been called
slow art because he may apply hundreds of layers of paint to a single work. It is also called
slow art because in 20 years or 50 years, the paintings will look diﬀerent than they look
today, since minerals change over time. It takes time for the beauty to emerge —especially
if it is emerging from brokenness.
Here is one of my favorite paintings from a show
called Silence and Beauty. This piece is called
Kairos. (slide) Mako’s art reminds us that beauty
emerges from suﬀering.
-We must remember this truth when we are in
especially hard seasons—seasons like right now.
There is so much death and destruction around us.
So many of you have experienced tremendous pain
and loss. It would be understandable to lose hope.
It would be understandable to wonder if God is
good. In these times, we must look for beauty, because beauty emerges from suﬀering.

The fires and the brokenness provide new arenas for beauty to emerge; grace arenas. And
we are reminded that God is good.
Practice – notice beauty
-Each week in this series, we have been giving you a practice to help you experience the
principle more fully. We hope, by the end of the series, you will choose a few of these
practices and begin to regularly incorporate them into your life. We believe these practices
will allow us to emerge from this season of chaos in a healthy way.
-The practice for this week is simple— notice beauty. One writer remarked that noticing
beauty is like noticing a $100 bill on the ground in front of us and picking it up. Only a fool
would step around the bill and keep walking. God models this for us. In Genesis 1, God
stops and again and again, surveys his creation, and [sees] it was beautiful. Jesus models
this. Jesus tells his followers in Matthew 6 to look at the birds of the air and look at the
flowers of the field. Jesus is telling us what King David told us: taste and see that God is
good; that God is beautiful.
-Notice beauty. It is all around you. When you see something well-crafted, when you
notice something that is working the way it was meant to work say, “That’s beautiful!”
And for God’s sake, get outside! Studies reveal that we will spend 93% of our lives indoors.
When we spend most of our lives indoors, we miss so much beauty. We live in one of the
most beautiful places on earth. People from all over the world to come to Portland to see
beauty. Jesuit poet Gerald Manley Hopkins wrote that the world is charged with the
grandeur of God. It might be helpful when you notice beauty throughout the day to take a
picture of the beauty with your phone. Then at the end of the day or when things get dark,
you can look at the pictures and remember that God is good.
-New Hope’s artists we have a special opportunity for you. We are forming a new Creative
Community, led by some of our gifted artists. This New Hope Creative Community is
putting together an online art gallery. We are encouraging our artisans and creatives of all
kinds to respond to this series and to submit a piece of art, or a creation, to be displayed
within this gallery. Artists—use your gifts to provide beauty for us to see. Help us
remember that God is good. If you would like to submit something to be considered for
the online gallery, or find out more about the Creative Community, you can head to
newhopepdx.org/events. You can also find out more on our awesome New Hope app.
-When we see something beautiful, we want to say, “That’s beautiful!”. We also want to
say, “Thank you.” Beauty is not necessary. Beauty is a gift from God. Mako says it this way,
“Pause when you are oﬀered beauty and make the conscious decision, ‘I receive this
grace.’ We open our clenched soul to let it in. To find God in it. I will often pray, ‘Thank you
for this beauty. I receive it into my soul. And with it, I receive you, in it, by it, through it—
your love, your goodness, your life.’ That receiving part is key. (Mako Fujimura)
Closing
Jesus brought beauty from the ashes
-In Luke 4, Jesus starts his ministry by marching into the temple and reading a particular
passage from the scrolls. What do you think he read? He read Isaiah 61, from which we get
the beauty for ashes reference. Jesus brought beauty for ashes. In the Eastern part of the
world, and the Scriptures were certainly written from an Eastern perspective, beauty is
tied directly to death and sacrifice. Jesus’ beautiful death and sacrifice remind us that God
is good.

-The Spirit of the Sovereign Lord is on me, because the Lord has anointed me
to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to bind up the
brokenhearted, to proclaim freedom for the captives and release from
darkness for the prisoners, 2 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor and the
day of vengeance of our God, to comfort all who mourn,3 and provide for those
who grieve in Zion - to bestow on them a crown of beauty instead of ashes,
the oil of joy instead of mourning, and a garment of praise instead of a spirit of
despair. (Isaiah 61:1-3a)

