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WHY WE GATHER 
Creating a Beautiful Life 

 
“In Search of Beauty” 

(Philippians 4:8) 
 

Dan Collison  
June 11, 2017 

 

Introduction 
 
1. We are in a yearlong teaching series called “Why We Gather.” This series explores the high level 

reasons why people gather together outside of family and work for meaningful experiences and 
asks what it means to do the same as a community of Christ followers. We are grateful to Lisa and 
Heather Albinson, the First Covenant Visual Artists in residence, who used the art form of “tan 
grams” to give us visual support for each segment of our series.  
 
The first eight-week segment of the series was “Growing a Community Devoted to God, Neighbor, 
and One Another.”  

 

 
 

The second segment was…  
 

 
 

“Choosing Personal Transformation of body, mind and spirit.” The third segment was…  
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“Caring for Others Through Social Transformation”. The fourth segment was “Finding Purpose”… 
 

 
 

…clarifying, articulating, and acting on one’s personal mission in life. And, today we begin the fifth 
segment titled:  

 
 

Creating a Beautiful Life: Allowing time and space to activate the imagination and engage in play. 
Our topics will range from theological and philosophical approaches to “Art and Faith,” “Creative 
Christ-likeness,” and “the Creativity of the Spirit,” to practical, and playful themes such as 
“Storytelling,” “Learning Creativity from Children,” “Healing with help,” and “Sabbath.”   

 
2. Today’s topic is “In Search of Beauty.” What do I mean by the word “beauty”, though? After all, if 

one was to do a Google search on the word “beauty,” the first dozens of pages of the 4.29 billion 
results are focused on physical beauty.1 While not completely excluding physical beauty, today’s 
sermon is not a conversation about physical beauty. This is a conversation that seeks to bring 
forward the idea that creating a beautiful life requires that we recognize the big idea of beauty, 
kind of like the big idea of love, is something to be both experienced and created. And, that we 

                                                 
1https://www.google.com/search?q=beauty&rlz=1C5CHFA_enUS511US511&oq=beauty&aqs=chrome.0.69i59l2j0l2j69i61j
0.1573j0j8&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8 (Accessed 6-11) 

https://www.google.com/search?q=beauty&rlz=1C5CHFA_enUS511US511&oq=beauty&aqs=chrome.0.69i59l2j0l2j69i61j0.1573j0j8&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
https://www.google.com/search?q=beauty&rlz=1C5CHFA_enUS511US511&oq=beauty&aqs=chrome.0.69i59l2j0l2j69i61j0.1573j0j8&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
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can find beauty everywhere and create beautiful things out of everything, even the ashes of our 
lives.  
 
Today’s Scripture frames today’s topic in very broad and generous terms. It was the Apostle Paul 
who wrote a letter to the church that he started in the Roman city of Philippi. And, near the end of 
the letter he wrote this: 

 
“Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is 
pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think 
about such things.” 

Philippians 4:8 
NIV © 2011 

 
Reading this text with a framework understanding of the Christian community at that time invites 
us to see some important sentiment behind these words. It was in the mid first century that Paul 
travelled to the Roman city of Philippi and started a Christian Church with a businesswoman, a 
Roman jailor and his family.2 And, Philippi, like, say, Minneapolis in relation to St. Paul, was not 
the capital of Macedonia, but it was a strategically located city that connected Rome with its 
eastern provinces and its wealth and cultural traditions were regionally renown.3 Paul may have 
been getting reports that the young church in Philippi was being persecuted by the society and 
culture around them and feared they may be tempted to reject everything outside of the church as 
irrevocably tainted with evil.  
 

3. Paul was educated in a famous Rabbinic school known for its balanced education in classical 
literature, philosophy, and ethics.4 He was broad universal thinker and applied his mind to his call 
to be a Christian missionary to the Greco Roman world where he promoted that Christ followers 
relate to those who were not Christians in specific, and the broader world in general, as an 
exercise of seeing God in all things and then move toward the particularly of Christ’s redemptive 
narrative within that wide lens.5  

 
Therefore, in writing the words “whatever is true, noble, pure, lovely, admirable or anything that is 
excellent and praiseworthy” Paul assumed those things, like the presence of God, and like the big 
idea of beauty, can be found everywhere and in everything. Paul developed a very holistic 
theological and philosophical way to see the world.  

 

A. Experience Beauty Wherever It Can Be Found 
 
1. To be clear, Paul’s writings are not without a samplings of dualistic thinking that defied even some 

of his own teachings likely linked to the way his thinking and theology evolved over the sweep of 
his life. And, yet overall, Paul, preached sermons and gave witness to Christ in ways that built 
bridges to the people and spaces wherever beauty and truth was found. For instance, in Paul’s 
letter to the Early Church in Rome he articulated that people of all beliefs and backgrounds have 
within them the ways of God even without having affirmed specific belief in Jesus Christ. He said 
in Romans 2:14-15: 

                                                 
2 Acts 16 
3 The NIV Application Commentary, Page 15-16, also http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philippi (accessed 6-7-11) 
4 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paul_the_Apostle (Accessed 6-11-17) 
5 Acts 17. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philippi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paul_the_Apostle
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When [people] who have never heard of God's law follow it more or less by instinct, they 
confirm its truth by their obedience. They show that God's law is not something alien, imposed 
on us from without, but woven into the very fabric of our creation. There is something deep 
within them that echoes God's yes and no, right and wrong. 

 
Romans 2:14-15 

The Message  
 

2. I say all of this because it is very important to the practice of creating a beautiful life. Far too often 
Christians and Christian institutions fall prey to a false narrative that Christian religion as a 
movement has the corner on all “goodness” and “beauty” in the cosmos. Some go so far as to 
believe that any entity that can’t be clearly labeled, “Christian” is of little to no value. The Christ is 
larger than this and the framework that Jesus taught as the Kingdom of God is grounded in holistic 
principles that resist unnecessary dualisms. In example, one metaphor Jesus used for the 
kingdom of God was that of wheat and weeds, at first blush a dualism. Except he pointed out that 
good wheat and bad weeds, beauty and distortions of beauty, grow side by side and are held in 
the container we call “our world.”6 And, Jesus’ holistic points is that it is not our job to mow 
everything down because good and bad exist together, because to do that would be to mow 
ourselves down. Rather, it is the role of the Christ follower to discern and cultivate that which is 
good, and resist and starve that which is bad in ourselves and in common life with others in 
broader society. 
 

3. I discussed this concept at length on January 8, 2017 in a “Why We Gather” sermon titled “Non-
Dual Thinking.” The sermon took a look at the Apostle Paul’s educational background and 
philosophy of teaching that emphasized paradox and the Socratic method of thesis, antithesis, 
synthesis. The ultimate reason for the conversation was to help Christ followers seek wisdom over 
dogma and connectedness over either/or thinking so we can better participate in the big love of 
God for all things. I bring it up here because we will miss out on experiencing a wide world of 
beauty if we get stuck in a tightly defined set of notions about what is sacred and what is secular.  

 
When we are talking about the “either/or” problem, or what some call dualistic thinking, this does 
not mean we shouldn’t recognize the difference between good and evil, nor does it mean that we 
should support the kind of thinking that might undergird the popular idea of radical relativism, the 
notion that there are no universal truths or moral rights and wrongs. We are not promoting 
anything like that. And, on another level, it is important to not diminish the real differences 
between religious traditions and intra-religious theological differences between Christian 
denominations and groups.  
 
What non-dual thinking promotes is the idea that, because of the limits of human consciousness 
and our personal worldview lenses such as language, culture, and even Christian religious 
traditions, that we take the humble posture of acknowledging that truth, beauty, the image of God, 
and what Jesus and the authors of the Bible call “The Kingdom of God” can be found in all kinds 
of people, disciplines, institutions, and ideas. And, as we pursue our deeply held Christian 
convictions it is important that we do not dualistically cut off the presence and movement of God in 
the middle of all things.  
 

                                                 
6 Matthew 13:24-30.  
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4. Let me provide a simple illustration. It was this past spring and I was commuting on my bicycle 
home from downtown amidst the budding and greening of the trees and the bursting of flower 
buds on bushes and trees alike. I was overwhelmed by the beauty of our Creator’s first Bible: 
nature. The next morning, as with every morning, I received an email from “Poets.org” providing 
me the Poem of the Day. I don’t read every day’s poem, but on May 15 I was delivered a poem 
from poet Ada Limón, a modern American poet who’s stated philosophy is “a religion of noticing 
things.”7  

 
I don’t think there is a day that goes by that some aspect of life in America makes me want to 
clinch my jaw and fist. So much just feels strangely inhuman. Living as a Christ follower I am 
always reaching for hope in the fray and looking for ways to ground my faith and ethics in the real, 
even if the real is a true mess. So, imagine how life giving it was to read this poem, after the 
previous day’s commute home, and as one of the first thoughts of my day: 
 
Dramatic Reading:8 

 
Instruction on Not Giving Up 
Ada Limón 

 
More than the fuchsia funnels breaking out 
of the crabapple tree, more than the neighbor’s 
almost obscene display of cherry limbs shoving 
their cotton candy-colored blossoms to the slate 
sky of Spring rains, it’s the greening of the trees 
that really gets to me. When all the shock of white 
and taffy, the world’s baubles and trinkets, leave 
the pavement strewn with the confetti of aftermath, 
the leaves come. Patient, plodding, a green skin 
growing over whatever winter did to us, a return 
to the strange idea of continuous living despite 
the mess of us, the hurt, the empty. Fine then, 
I’ll take it, the tree seems to say, a new slick leaf 
unfurling like a fist to an open palm, I’ll take it all. 

 
5. “Fine then, I’ll take it, the tree seems to say, a new slick leaf unfurling like a fist to an open palm, 

I’ll take it all.” For me, this is a profound convergence of ideas and experiences that add up to 
“beauty.” It gave me hope, joy, and an integrative vision for my life right now. And, overall, it was 
an experience of beauty that was largely available to me because I happened to be paying 
attention. Many days go by where I am not paying attention. And, as a distinctly left brained 
(meaning intuitively rational, linear and sequential thinking) musician-pastor-civic leader with an 
always filled schedule, I have a long way to go to be more aware of the beauty that is all around, 
pulsating with God’s presence. 

 
We create a beautiful life by being awake and alert enough to experience beauty wherever it can be 
found and we create beautiful things out of everything on the desktop of our lives, including the good 
and the bad.  

                                                 
7 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D80aFnZZSBI (Accessed 6-10-17) 
8 https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poem/instructions-not-giving (Accessed 6-10-17) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D80aFnZZSBI
https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poem/instructions-not-giving
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B. Create Beauty in All Facets of Our Lives 
 
1. “Creating beauty” has always been an intimidating proposition for me. You have to understand 

that when I say “left brained” musician I could also insert “sort of a misfit in the arts world.” I can’t 
explain at length, but for instance, as a college student, I didn’t see any problem with walking 
down the halls of the College Music Conservatory wearing a tan business trench coat, suit and tie, 
while carrying a briefcase. I now laugh with my peers (including a certain voice major who has 
been my wife of 27 years, who wore bohemian ratty tee shirts and long flowing skirts) about the 
time that I accidently dropped my briefcase, and my friends turned it into a grand hallway hockey 
puck for a few minutes. I’ll admit it--I was waaayyyy too serious back then, and my friends did their 
best to help me lighten up! Clearly, there only made modest progress! 
 
And, today, when someone asks me to create beauty by, say, making a drawing or painting, I get 
reeeealllly uncomfortable. My greatest visual art contribution to the world was a velvet surface 
paint by number picture of a horse and its foal! Even then, I struggled to select complimentary 
colors and had trouble staying within the lines. I say all of this to simply say that the idea of 
“creating beauty” is not an intuitive concept for everybody. 
 

2. It is essential to recognize, though, that being “a creative,” or an artist of any kind, is not 
necessarily synonymous with creating beauty. It was world famous painter Pablo Picasso who 
was asked about beauty and said, “Beauty?...To me it is a word without sense because I do not 
know where its meaning comes from nor where it leads to.”9 You get the sense that Picasso didn’t 
want to play into some sterilized sense of what was beautiful and what wasn’t beautiful. And, he 
may have been reflecting the limitations of visual arts to define what beauty is specifically. We 
only need to look as far as the recent Walker Art Center debacle with the Native American 
community and the “Scaffold” art project at the Sculpture garden to realize that fine art is most 
about expression and commentary and only partially about creating beauty.10 And, that the 
progressive intelligentsia can have a terrible miss as much as anyone else.  
 

3. My point here is that creating beauty is for everyone and needs to transcend traditional categories 
for “being creative.” We do well to think of all of our lives—our relationships, our workplace, our 
hobbies, our families, our successes and our failures, as the elements or ingredients for making 
beautiful things. And, yes, even our failures. In fact, in light of Christ, especially our failures. With 
Christ, even the ashes of our lives can be turned into beauty new creations. Consider the theology 
of communion, for instance. Covenant theology points out that Communion is a sacrament, an 
outward sign of a mystical and inward grace. And, in communion we imitate Christ taking the 
bread, breaking it, and giving thanks. 
 
There are few places in the human experience where “breaking” and “giving thanks” are 
harmonized. And, yet, Christ showed us the way. Christ chose to be “broken” for us for two 
reasons: First, so that we would no longer need to break things to appease a supposedly angry 
God. And, second, so that when we are broken by life, (and everyone will be broken by life, one 
way or another and to one degree or another) our Creator identifies with us, and is with us while 

                                                 
9 http://www.allgreatquotes.com/beauty_quotes2.shtml (accessed 6-10-17) 
10 http://www.startribune.com/walker-director-breaks-silence-about-scaffold-controversy-i-take-full-
responsibility/426589971/#1 (accessed 6-10-17) 

http://www.allgreatquotes.com/beauty_quotes2.shtml
http://www.startribune.com/walker-director-breaks-silence-about-scaffold-controversy-i-take-full-responsibility/426589971/#1
http://www.startribune.com/walker-director-breaks-silence-about-scaffold-controversy-i-take-full-responsibility/426589971/#1
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we go through the breakings. And, God’s redemptive tools of grace, healing, compassion and 
mercy, take that which is broken and transforms it into usable material for creating a beautiful life.  
 

Conclusion 
 
1. A creative, or a non-creative, all of us can experiencing and create beauty. It requires 

intentionality, though. A sort of doggedness to being awake to all that is around us, a clear-minded 
sense of the meaning of our lives, and always being on the hunt for that which can be transformed 
into something beautiful. Kind of like what our family dog, Ku-Cullen… 

 

 
 

…does every second, of every minute, of every day. Ku-cullen’s name is based upon an Irish 
legend of a mythical hero who was courageous and fiercely loyal.11 In my opinion, its just not right 
to place the word “fierce” anywhere near our puffy football sized dog. My wife Holly disagrees with 
me and happened to be reading a story about the Irish legend, and even though we don’t have a 
drop of Irish blood in our families or any Irish culture pretty much anywhere in our lives, we named 
our dog “Ku-Cullen.”  
 
Ku-cullen, or “Ku” for short, is sometimes a hassle, but most of the time--a sort of inspiration for 
me. Sure, we have a good bond because I take him out every morning, give him food and water. 
And, he is great with our boys. Yet, there is no question that he is explicitly drawn to Holly, the 
most beautiful human being in the house! It doesn’t matter what time of day, day of week, or 
season of the year—Ku-Cullen is transfixed and compelled to be wherever Holly is at. He knows 
when she is gone, and mopes around. He waits impatiently for her to come in from being outside. 
He wines at night when he needs to sleep in his crate. Seriously, every night, he cries like a 
puppy, even though he is a 12 year old dog. He has a bond to Holly that shows me up for sure, 
but also gives me inspiration to consistently, doggedly, be in search and pursue beauty in 
whatever form it comes to me.  

 
2. How do you experience beauty? How do you pursue beauty? How do you create beauty? Do you 

know what your unique ingredients are? I encourage all of us to have a doggedness about our 
search. And, if you are a cat person, feel free to insert something about catnip. Anything that will 
lure us into the spaces where we can find and create beauty. 

                                                 
11 http://www.ancient-origins.net/myths-legends/irish-story-and-legend-cu-chulainn-002150 (accessed 6-11-17) 

http://www.ancient-origins.net/myths-legends/irish-story-and-legend-cu-chulainn-002150
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Prayer 
 
God of all creation, our creator and the Spirit who teaches us how to create---we pray that you help 
us create beautiful lives. Encourage us in these weeks ahead to learn more and interesting ways to 
experience and create beauty, and create beauty out of the materials of our very lives.  
 
We pray this in Jesus’ name. Amen. 
 

Benediction 
 
As the new week begins, may we recognize that beauty, like the big idea of love, is something to be 
both experienced and created. And, may we find beauty everywhere and create beautiful things out of 
everything, even the ashes of our lives. 
 
Go in peace. Amen. 
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