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When | was four years old, | wore my Halloween costume to preschool along
with everyone else. When it came time for pictures, the teachers tried to gather us
into groups. There was a call for all the cowboys and firefighters, followed by the
Cinderellas and Sleeping Beauties. Then came the football players and the
superheroes, followed by the little witches and then the Holly Hobbys. The sweet
teachers then looked at me; and they were stumped. | didn’t fit neatly into any of
their categories because | was dressed as Morticia from the Addams Family cartoon. |
was an oddball and at least at the age of four | didn’t mind a bit, no matter how many
adults scratched their heads. That didn’t last of course. Like most preteens and
teenagers, | desperately wanted to fit in, or blend in. | haven’t done a deep dive, but |
suspect there is a reason why blend and bland are such similar words. Blending in is
in many ways quite bland, and blandness is a shared value MaryAnn McKibben Dana
invites us to push back against with beauty in the fifth chapter of her book Better
Than Normal: Virtues for an Off-Script Life.

Psalm 139 has been one of my favorites for a while, but | wish | had paid more
attention to it when | was in middle school, high school, and even college. As | have

shared before, | find great comfort in the psalmist’s insistence that there is nowhere |



can go where God is not. The phrase that has been calling out to me this week,
however, is the assertion that you and | and every other human being are “fearfully
and wonderfully made,” or “marvelously set apart,” as one translation reads.! Even as
a child of the 70s, with Ray Stevens’s song “Everything Is Beautiful”? playing as a
soundtrack in the background, | don’t think | believed that about myself at 13 or 18
or maybe even at 23. As | edge toward 58, | wish | had found a way to embrace this
belief that | am fearfully and wonderfully made sooner. In all honesty, | am still trying
to embrace it now. | am increasingly aware of the ways my body does not do what it
once did, and on my good days, | am in awe of all that it does do and can do without
my giving it a second thought. Eyes that adjust to the light and perceive colors too
numerous to name. Lungs that inhale oxygen and exhale carbon dioxide. Fingers that
can snap and wave and scratch my dog’s ears. A voice that can sing and laugh and
whisper and rage and cry. Skin that can freckle and sag and heal. Legs that can skip
and walk and cradle a baby or a puppy by folding into a lap. And yet the psalmist’s
words are not simply an ancient pep talk or a catchy phrase to be displayed on a
needlepoint pillow or an affirmation scribbled on a Post-It on my bathroom mirror.
They are instead a call to be awed by the stunning wonder of God’s creative work on

display in me and throughout the entire human family.

" Psalm 139: 14, Common English Bible
2 https://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/raystevens/everythingisbeautiful.html



Beauty is in the eye of the beholder. This statement is often uttered with an
implied “Bless their heart” as a tagline. | confess that I’'ve used that line myself,
wondering aloud How can anyone with eyes see beauty there? And yet, someone
does, and not simply any “someone,” but God, the creator of all. So the fault lies not
in the person whose beauty | fail to see, but in my own vision, or lack of vision. As
she invites us to expand our narrow, normative definitions of what is beautiful,
MaryAnn shares reflections from Julia Watts Belser, an activist and academic who
describes visiting a park near her home in her wheelchair:

‘It’s easy to internalize the notion that nature doesn’t like disability, to cast my

own disabled body as unsuited to the wild. But when | settle my sweet

creaking bones in this place of woods and water, | see mirrors everywhere.’

These mirrors include trees that grow in countless shapes and directions. A

few stand completely straight—symmetrical, ‘perfect’—but they’re the

minority. ‘Most tree bodies are slant and twisted. They curl toward the light or
they stretch out over the water, which means they grow bent. They grow like
me.” Belser sees in these trees a reflection of herself: tenacious, an everyday

kind of beauty, surviving.?

3 MaryAnn McKibben Dana, Better Than Normal, 104, with references to an article by Julia Watts Belser,
“Growing Bent,” in a collection entitled Soft Words for Hard Days: Enfleshed Disability Wisdom.



Growing up | might have heard voices referring to someone like Julia as brave, strong,
or courageous, but I’'m not sure the voices around me or in my own head would have
called her beautiful. | was taught that pretty is as pretty does, and yet the norm for
beauty in my world had very little to do with what someone did and everything to do
with how they looked. And the beautiful people looked a certain way. Beautiful
people were blond, tall, young, thin. Like Barbie. And now I realize how much beauty
| was missing, how much of the richness of God’s extraordinary creativity | was failing
to see. Yes, my tall, blonde friends were beautiful, as were strangers who were short,
strong, freckled, or blessed with more than a few curves. And they were all and are
all fearfully and wonderfully made in the image of the God who beholds them and
everyone else and sees beauty.

As | wrote those words, | kept imagining one of the final scenes of the movie
Mean Girls. As you may recall, the movie tells the story of a high schooler named
Cady Heron who begins the school year as the new kid, an outcast after moving back
from Africa with her academic parents. She transforms over the course of the movie
from an easy-going smart kid into a member of the Plastics, the mean girl clique that
dominates and terrorizes much of the student body with their set ideas about who is
cool and who is not. And hijinks ensue. Toward the end of the film, after Cady has
been excommunicated from the Plastics, we watch as she hands out parts of her

Spring Queen crown to other girls on the dance floor, naming something beautiful in



each of them, Plastics and non-Plastics alike. It’s a sweet moment, but it barely
begins to capture the power of God'’s vision, the vision the church is called to
embrace and embody. To choose to see others with God’s vision is a revolutionary
act, a disruptive practice that undermines what and who the larger world deems
beautiful and therefore valuable and worthy. For God beholds beauty in the woman
in a wheelchair, in the young people growing up in the Logan community, in the
Spanish speakers building the new Coltrane-Webb school, in the neighbor who votes
for every candidate | do not in every election, in the homebound clients who depend
on Meals on Wheels for food and friendly faces, in the unhoused man | pass on the
way to the gym most mornings, in our Haitian friends who are fearful for their lives
and their futures here in the US and at home, in every person | struggle to see as
beautiful, and in every person who struggles to see beauty in me. We are fearfully
and wonderfully made in God’s image one and all. That said, it’s one thing for me to
state that from this pulpit; it’s another thing for me to practice what | preach out
there in my everyday life.

After inviting us to practice curiosity, courage, and presence on an individual
level, MaryAnn shifts to communal practices. Last week it was authenticity, and now
the charge is for the community, the Body of Christ to see and name beauty, to
behold the human family as God does. This is not simply an encouragement for me to

look in the mirror and see myself as a beautiful, beloved child of God. That is a good



and faithful start, but the challenge for the church is to draw on the sacred virtues of
curiosity, courage, presence, and authenticity and proclaim with every fiber of our
beings that each and every human being is just as fearfully and wonderfully made,
just as beautiful, just as beloved as we are. Period.

Beauty is in the eye of the beholder. In a time when hatred, terror, cynicism,
and meanness saturate our airwaves and dominate our civic conversations,
beholding, seeing, and naming beauty is not our default setting, nor is it cultivated or
encouraged in the larger world. There’s no quick fix. | can’t buy corrective lenses off
the rack at CVS to help me see beauty in the world; | need help with that, repeatedly.
Nothing can change the fact that | am fearfully and wonderfully made, as are you, as
are they, whoever they may be. Seeing and naming and embracing that fact takes
practice. Lots and lots and lots of practice. That practice—that spiritual discipline—
does not erase the brokenness in the human family or in me, nor does it excuse it. All
still fall short of the glory of God. But when—by the grace of God—1I begin to behold
the world as God does, | start to understand why God is at work even now to redeem
and restore that world, why God would bother sending his beautiful, beloved Son to
save it. And | find myself longing to be a part of God’s holy, radical, and subversive
work of saving, restoring, and redeeming the entire human family, too, because it
is—we are—simply and exquisitely beautiful.

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, Amen.



