Catch the Spirit’s Flight: Poor Cutting Skills

Isaiah 40:28-31

Genesis 1, selected verses

There’s this person that I know – who shall remain nameless – with whom I am now, and have been for a while, engaged in A Great Debate.  A high stakes debate.  A debate in which she seems to show no signs of flagging, and so I have lately re-doubled my efforts to proceed toward victory.  It’s The Great Rocky Mountains versus Cape Cod debate.  My secret adversary (whose identity you cannot guess –cough, Beth) in this debate maintains her conviction, out of her love for the Rocky Mountains, that they are far superior in beauty and majesty and is steadfast in her unwillingness to just admit to me the other glory that is Cape Cod!  I have resorted to lobbying heavily for the Cape – taking pictures of the ocean at sunset while there this past summer and texting them to her phone.  I have been to the Rocky Mountains and I will concede their incredible beauty.  But I am a stubborn debater (and, it turns out, so is she!), and so we dig in our heels and continue to tease one another about the merits – and demerits – of our separate places.  


Well, there’s good news for us in this debate – good news we really already know, of course.  Which is that there is no need to choose – no need to declare one place or another the “winner.”  Because God created the stunningly majestic peaks of the Rocky Mountains, and God stretched out the sand dunes of the Cape toward the wide ocean.  God raised up the rough places and smoothed out the low valleys of the earth.  God created our whole world and pronounced it good.  God didn’t create this place or that place and look at it and think, “well, the rest of it was good, but this place is a notch above.”  (Well, except maaaaaybe for the Cape!)  No, God created the whole world, with the power of God’s Spirit, and then God surveyed that whole creation and pronounced it all good.


And Isaiah knows that, and celebrates in the passage that guides our annual theme for this year that God is the ever-present, everlasting Creator of all that is, Creator of the ends of the earth.  Creator of the Rocky Mountains and of Cape Cod.  Creator of the plains of Africa and of the frigid polar ice caps.  Creator of the field mouse and the ant, and Creator of the elephant, the buffalo, the cheetah.  God is the ever-present, everlasting, ever-powerful Creator – Creator of the very ends of the earth.  


And we are a part of that creation.  Genesis tells us that we are created in God’s own image, that we are imbued with God’s Spirit…God’s Spirit that is the creative force in the first chapter of Genesis; the Spirit that hovers over the chaos that was and brings the order that is; the Spirit that soars over the waters at the first moments of creation.  We are a part of the goodness of creation, and we are created in God’s own image…in the image of the Creator.  So this must mean that we are imbued with creativity, too.  That we are called to create, too.  And, most importantly, perhaps, that we are called to create that which is good – and to celebrate that which is good, that which is loving, that which is Godly.  We are called to catch the Spirit’s flight and when we do, to use it to help us trust in our creativity, to use our creativity, and to reflect the love of our Creator through it.


We are created in the image of the Creator, and so we are called to trust our creativity and creative powers.  It’s not always easy to trust our creative instincts.  When we are younger, we can create pictures and great works of art with incredible flourishes and with great abandon.  The preschool students who come to Harborlight Nursery School are great examples of the utter trust we initially have in our creativity.  I remember hearing the story of one little girl, Eliza, who, when she was four-years-old and downstairs in the Blue Room, loved to paint.  She had perfected the art of splatter painting, where an artist puts some paint on the brush, stands back and sort of flicks the brush in the direction of the canvas, so that the resulting work is a seemingly random splattering of paint across it.  Of course, when one is four, the resulting work is also a seemingly random splattering of paint all over the room, too.  But the teachers would help her put on her smock, and she would stand back from the canvas, sort of close one eye and survey her work critically, and then deftly splatter paint all over with great joy.  

Creativity isn’t something we learn – it’s something innate in us, something we are born with.  We are created in God’s image, and that means we are born gifted with creative spirits.  But what becomes harder and harder is for us to hang onto that creative spirit, to trust it, to trust our creativity.  The famous artist Pablo Picasso said, “Every child is an artist.  The problem is how to remain an artist once she grows up.”  When I was younger, I never worried about how good my artwork was – I just did it.  But once a teacher noted on a progress report that I had “poor cutting skills” (and this was back in the day when children who were lefties had to use special scissors stamped “LEFTY” which I swear were not at all sharp – you know those lefties, can’t trust them with sharp objects!  And so I had to struggle away with scissors that seemed no sharper than popsicle sticks trying to cut!)…anyway, once a teacher noted that I had poor cutting skills, I became intensely critical of my ability to do not only anything that involved cutting, but also artwork in general.  To this day, if we are on a fellowship retreat and there is some kind of crafty thing we are working on, I will remark out loud about my poor cutting skills.  

But here’s a secret.  I am pretty certain God doesn’t care about poor cutting skills.  I am pretty sure that God has gifted us with the power of creativity to use with great joy and with wild abandon – and to do that, we have to trust it, to trust in our creativity and not evaluate it based on skill.  

The author Madeleine L’Engle wrote in her article “Unit of One,” “In order to allow ourselves to be creative, we have to relinquish control and overcome fear.  Why?  Because real creativity is life-altering.  It threatens the status quo; it makes us see things differently.  It brings about change…Human beings are born with a great deal of creativity, and by the age of 12, we’ve lost most of it.  The world just slams it out of us.  [The world] prefers facts, because facts are limited.  Like truth, imagination is unlimited, so many people are afraid of it.  

Don’t be afraid of your creativity – trust it.  Trust it, and then use it.  

There are so many different ways to be creative, to use the creative power with which God has gifted us.  Catching the Spirit’s flight, embracing our creativity doesn’t mean that we will all create in the same manner.  Even when I can learn to love my flawed cutting skills, I am still unlikely to create works that would get me into Montserrat College of Art or that would hang in the MFA in Boston.  But that’s ok.  Because when we trust our creativity, we can use it in wide and wild and different and disparate ways.  But we will use it.

Owen Gingerich is a professor of the history of science and of astronomy at Harvard.  He once preached a lay sermon in the National Cathedral in Washington in which he argued that the creation of humanity in God’s image gives us our qualities of creativity and of conscience and consciousness.  And one consequence of being so gifted, he said, is that we ponder our place in the universe, and we seek to find meaning and to find God.  “We are the thinking part of this vast and sometimes very intimidating universe,” he said, “and our quest could well be the purpose of it all.”
 

John Polkinghorne was a physicist with a long and distinguished career in particle physics who eventually left that field to be ordained an Anglican priest in 1982.  “For me,” he explains, “the fundamental component of belief in God is that there is a mind and purpose behind the universe.”  He said that he could see hints of the divine presence in the way that abstract mathematics can penetrate the secrets of the universe, which suggests to him the mind of God at work.

Every child is born an artist, says Picasso, and the trick is to keep and use that skill as we grow.  And so as you grow, embrace, claim, use your creativity, the creativity that draws us to think, the quest, to search, to wonder.  Use it to paint, to sculpt, to knit, to sew.  Use it to ponder the mathematical mysteries of the universe.  Use it to think about how to care for someone in a medical crisis, how to cure a disease, how to stitch someone up.  Use it to build homes for those who have lost theirs.  Use it to think about new ways to serve those in the greatest need here in Beverly and around the world.  Use it to come up with new and wonderful ways to teach children, from the youngest to those in college and graduate level classes.  Use it to help welcome new friends and faces into this community of faith.  But use it – use your creativity.  It is your gift.  It is our gift.  Trust it, and then use it.

And when you use it, use it to reflect the great love of God.  God’s creativity has been a loving one, and so the creativity with which we are gifted should reflect that very gift…that very deep love our everlasting Creator has for us.  That very deep love that does not end.  And whatever we do, in our lives, in our own creative process, we must do guided by that model, the model of a Creator God who lovingly created a whole world and then pronounced it good.  Peter Gomes is the minister at Memorial Church in Harvard Yard, and he has said of God: “God’s power is subordinate to [God’s] love.  The world is subordinate to [God’s] love.  The world is a place that is beloved of God.  Like creation, it is good, although terrible things happen in it, for it is not perfect, it is not without pain, and the price of our freedom is to learn to cope with a world of ambiguity and danger, pain, joy and opportunity.  Through all of that God relates to us out of love…the action of God, the act that counts, is love.”
 When we catch the Spirit’s flight, when we harness our own creative power with which we are imbued, we must do it in a way that forever reflects God’s loving nature, God’s great love for all God’s people and for all creation. 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art houses a magnificent sculpture by the great French artist Auguste Rodin.  This piece is entitled “The Hand of God,” and it shows the strong and sensitive hands of the Creator working with a lump of clay, fashioning the human form from the chaotic and formless mass of clay.  The Philadelphia Museum houses another of Rodin’s works, a sculpture titled “The Hand of the Devil.”  What is interesting about these two sculptures is that the hands are almost identical – both are strong and sensitive, the long-fingered and powerful hands of an artist.  But the hand of God is fashioning form, creating something good and full of goodness from the formless mass of clay, while the hand of the devil is idly working with the clay, continually destroying any shape that appears.  The clay in this second sculpture continues to exist only as a formless and meaningless lump.  

God’s goodness, God’s creative Spirit, the creative Spirit with which we are gifted, works for the things that build up…for the things that bring love and light…for the things that help to bring order where there once was chaos, relief and comfort where there once was pain, a firm hug or a loving touch where there once was loneliness.  We are created in the very image of our Creator, instilled with the powerful Spirit of creative thought and ability, and when we catch the Spirit’s flight, when we live into the fullness of who we are created to be we trust our own creativity, we use our creativity, and through our creativity we reflect the great and unending love of God.  

The young artists who created these diverse works of art did so with the joy and exuberance of a God who would form this whole creation and then pronounce it good.  So, create in and with joy.  God doesn’t care about your cutting skills.  God’s Spirit just calls you, compels you to follow, saying “you are an artist – don’t lose it.”  Don’t lose it.    
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