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“Shaped by Beauty and Perseverance” 
Sermon by Rev. David D. Colby 

1 Kings 6:29-35 and Jeremiah 18:1-11 

S E P T E M B E R  3 0 ,  2 0 1 8  

 

I have loved hearing stories about 
the construction of great cathedrals in 
Europe.  It would be an effort undertaken by 
the whole community, and what begins with 
an architect’s vision then gets crafted and 
created, generation by generation.  From the 
local community came the materials (I love 
that we have Lake Superior Brownstone, by 
the way, for Central).  The work was done by 
the local community as well: laborers, 
people skilled in craft and trade, artists and 
ordinary folks coming together to implement 
the vision of an architect and the 
worshipping community.  And they are 
majestic and unique. 

 In Barcelona, Spain, a remarkable 
church is being built.  Construction began in 
1882.  There is a tentative completion date 
set for 2026 - which would be the centennial 
of the architect's death.  18 spires.  Massive, 
intricate.  Beautiful.  Can you imagine 
designing or commissioning such a church 
project that would take more than a lifetime 
to complete?  You might chair the building 
committee, or the capital campaign 

committee for ten years - and that would be 
a small percentage of the work required.   

 Our first reading has the details of 
the building of the temple during Solomon's 
time.  The walls carved with engravings of 
palm trees and open flowers and those 
angelic guardians of paradise, cherubim.  
The floors overlaid with gold.  Doors of 
olivewood.  Ornate doorposts.  It was to be 
majestic.  To inspire awe worthy of the Holy 
and Mighty God. 

 Now there is a fair critique that can 
be levied upon the excess and corruption 
symbolized in some cathedrals.  “Why spend 
so much money on buildings?” people might 
rightly ask.  I certainly thought that in a poor 
town in Peru, in which the polished gold of 
the cathedral was made visible to tourists, 
but so was the poverty of the neighbors that 
had persisted for decades. 

 But on its face, when the beauty of 
sacred architecture is paired with a 
community that feels ownership and pride 
and gains a sense of purpose.  For beauty 
shapes our reflections on faith, and upon 
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God.  In a place that is designed to serve as 
a safe space, a sanctuary for prayers and 
the place where imagination and courage 
are kindled.  I believe that beauty inspires, 
brings out our best.   

 There is not a treasure trove of gold 
within this sanctuary.  The Ark of the 
Covenant is not buried in the subbasement a 
la Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom.  
But there is a deep and enduring beauty.  I 
think that on afternoons when the sunlight 
softens and begins to come in the west 
window.  And it burnishes the pews, the 
wood almost glows.  And to run my hands 
on this pulpit, original with this sanctuary 
built in 1888, this desk on which ministers 
have for decades had the challenge of 
connecting Holy Scriptures to daily lives.  The 
beauty of the wood.  The skilled 
woodworkers who carved and beveled and 
sanded and scraped.   

There is a famous story of a stone 
carver who was carving a beautiful bird to 
be tucked away in one of the high spires of a 
cathedral. When someone asked mockingly 
why he put so much care and such excellent 
craftsmanship into a stone bird that no one 
would ever see, he replied: “Because GOD 
sees.” He was motivated by faith to do 
excellent work regardless of who would see 
“because God sees.”i 

 There is beauty in this space . . . and 
there ought to be.  Over the years we have 
hung artwork and hosted artists.  I think of 
He Qi.  He was enlisted in the communist 
cultural revolution in China.  Hard work in 
the fields didn’t suit him well and he was 
discovered as an artist.  So by day he would 
paint Chairman Mao, and by night he would 
study art.  Then after the revolution in China, 
was the first among Mainland Chinese to 

earn a PhD in Religious Art.  While he was 
living in Roseville, we hosted a major exhibit 
of his work.  A number of his pieces continue 
to grace our walls.  His work brings to life in 
bold colors pivotal stories from the 
scriptures.  Moses in the bullrushes.  The 
Good Samaritan, a Christmas piece and the 
triumphal entry of Jesus into Jerusalem, and 
a large piece that the artist himself donated 
to Central, Jesus praying in the Garden of 
Gethsemane. 

 John August Swanson - a gentle man 
and an artist gaining more attention, was 
here eleven years ago.  He didn't travel from 
California often, but we were pleased to be 
the site of a Minnesota exhibit.  It seems like 
yesterday to me, in my mind's eye I can still 
see our walls hung with serigraphs of circus 
figures and animals and stories of faith.  
Jugglers juxtapositioned with Jacob climbing 
his ladder.  And still on our walls are the 
Peaceable Kingdom, in which a lion lies 
down with the lamb, and Psalm 85 and a 
totally different styled work about 
volunteering and marching that is titled 
“Let’s Work Together.” 

 Local artists like Josie Geiger and 
talented members Kate Pearce and Jim 
O'Neill.  And today we have the opportunity 
to meet St Paul artist Jeanne Kosfeld and see 
her current exhibit.  Art can take us to places 
we have never been.  To see a street in Arles 
or Salzburg and imagine being right there.  

 Art can also help us to see or to 
understand in a new light our own city.  The 
places we ride by everyday can be brought 
to life in a whole new way by just the right 
stroke.  We are calling this worship series 
Central 360, looking in all directions: inward 
and outward, opening our doors and 
looking in all directions.  Jeanne will be 
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leading a sketching workshop after worship 
next Sunday.  Weather permitting, she will 
send us out those doors with some skills and 
tools and encourage us to look more intently 
and put pencil to paper. 

 This is a neighborhood known for its 
artist's lofts and galleries.  At its best a 
church supports its neighborhood, reflects its 
personality and finds inspiration and 
challenge and a home.  So even as we 
reflect on the role of art in faith and inside 
these walls, we might also be reminded to 
go out into the neighborhood, to experience 
its art.  And one great opportunity is the 
annual fall art crawl in two weekends. 

 If the first passage from the Bible was 
about the artistry of the temple and focus on 
beauty and elegance, the second passage 
uses an artistic practice as a metaphor for 
the creative work of God.  God had been 
depicted as a potter in the second creation 
story in Genesis, taking earth 

 God as a potter, creating out of clay.  
Shaping and re-shaping.  To smooth out the 
roughness.  And potters can occasionally 
throw the clay down - and start over.  Here 
in our story from the prophet Jeremiah, God 
has just about had it.  The people, God's 
people, are proving to be stiff-necked and 
stupid.  Stubborn and unfaithful.  But God 
the potter continues to try to work with this 
stubborn clay.  Trying to mold it into 
something better, into people more faithful.  
Just like the clay in the potter’s hand, so are 
you in my hand, O house of Israel. . .  Now 
therefore say to the people of Judah and the 
inhabitants of Jerusalem:  and then it ends 
with this cliffhanger.  “Turn now, all of you, 
from your evil way, and amend your ways 
and doings” (Jer. 18:11). 

 When I was a kid, I would watch 
episodes of the television show Batman after 
school.  The dynamic duo of would be 
investigating crimes, going up against all 
manner of evil, and as the time was running 
out, would find themselves in an impossible 
predicament.  And a narrator using a voice 
over would say things like, Will Robin see the 
bat signal?  Will the Penguin’s evil be 
allowed to flourish?  Will Batman escape the 
death trap?   Tune in next time to see if 
goodness will triumph.   

 Will the people listen to the word of 
God coming from Jeremiah?  Will they turn 
from their evil ways?  Will they amend their 
actions?  Will they allow themselves to be 
molded back more into the image of their 
justice-oriented creator? 

 Once again, it has been a tense and 
polarized week in America.  In the last two 
years, there have been so many moments, 
so many unique occurrences that feel like 
someday forty years from now people will 
ask “what were you doing when” that thing 
happened?  “How did we respond when” 
that took place.   

 This week, confirmation hearings for 
someone nominated to be a judge with a 
lifetime appointment to the highest court in 
the land, but accused of assault when he 
was a teenager.  The testimony given on 
Thursday was raw, searing.  A terrified 
account of an assault that was experienced 
at the age of fifteen.  And the country heard 
how that pain has endured.  If the theme 
today was to be that life is shaped by beauty, 
on Thursday morning we were reminded that 
life is shaped not just by beauty and 
accomplishments but also by pain. 
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 These hearings, and the rhetoric, the 
questions and responses, were painful to 
watch or to listen to.  For many people, for 
far too many people, the events resurfaced 
memories of assaults and moments when 
there was danger and risk. 

In its past, the United States Senates 
has been called with no sarcasm or snark, 
"the world's greatest deliberative body."  The 
posturing and insults heard this week 
brought me to despair.  Made me wonder.  
Made me think that if God was fed up with 
the people of Judah during the time of 
Jeremiah, if God was willing to be pictured 
as a potter ready to discard the clay for 
good, to start over, my goodness - what will 
happen to us? 

 So I read on a bit in Jeremiah.  It is a 
long book.  In Jeremiah, it gets worse before 
it gets better.  Verse twelve.  After God the 
potter says "turn now, all of you from your 
evil way, and amend your ways and doings," 
(Jer. 18:11) the tone of verse twelve is 
resigned and sad.  "But they say, "It is no 

use!  We will follow our own plans, and each 
of us will act according to the stubbornness 
of our own evil will””  (Jer. 18:12). 

 It becomes lonely for the prophet 
Jeremiah.  Nevertheless, he persists.  
Trusting that the God who called him to 
speak unpopular words would not be 
abandoned.   

 He keeps at it, and God does not 
give up.  And slowly, too slowly but 
eventually, the words of despair and 
frustration turn to hope and a new day 
dawns. 

 To be shaped by the beauty of God.  
And to be shaped by a scriptural record of 
perseverance of prophets who will not be 
silenced and a God who will not give up on 
God’s creation.  Working together, shaped 
by the desire for beauty and truth and justice 
and compassion.  May it be so, here and 
now, and in the days to come.  Amen. 

 

 

i http://cambridgeclassical.org/the-noble-task-of-building-a-cathedral/ 
                                                            


