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This spiritually rich art book
provides a study that ties
together Thomas Cole’s two
masterful series-ultimately
prompting readers to consider
the dilemma of mortality and
the meaning of life.

Series I: Encountering Beauty:
Beauty in the Sciences

July 13, 2024 | Museum of the Bible,
Washington D.C.

Feat. Dr. Ken Boa, Xandra Grieme,
Dr. Melissa Cain Travis, Dr. Guillermo Gonzolez

In this inaugural event in the series, Dr. Boa

and guests will discuss the natural beauty that
surrounds us in the world, integrating scientific
insight with spiritual wisdom. Through this
approach, they aim to bridge the gap between
science and faith, inviting observers to consider
the intricacies and majesty of the universe as a
testament to divine design. This exploration is not
only about the physical but also includes reflections
on the philosophical and spiritual implications of
our understanding of the universe’s structure as a
source of awe and wonder.

GOD’S PROMISES

che father o Declaration
of Independence, while George Washington
fathered the American republic. Eli Whitney
was the inventor of the cotton gin and the
father of modern mass production, while
Thomas Edison was the father of modern
inventors. All these men are recognized as

leaders in their specific areas of expertise.

But what do we mean when we say that
these individuals were “the father of . .

.2 The biological realm offers the easiest
comparison—to “father” means to bring
forth, to procreate. But fathers can’t, even
if they want to, bring forth just anything.
Fathers can only bring forth something
of what they already are. For example, it’s
unlikely that Martin Luther could have
produced the cdotton gin, Thomas Edison

the world’s greatest plays, or William
Tyndale the light bulb.

In Psalm 103, we read of an attribute that
is resident in our God: fatherly compassion.
David makes this point several times in

the first verses of this psalm. Other psalms
also declare that one of God’s defining
characteristics is compassion (also translated
as mercy): “Our God is compassionate”
(116:5), “Great are Your mercies”
(119:156), and “His mercies are over all His
works” (145:9).

The apostle Paul changes the word order
a bit when he calls God “the Father of
compassion” (2 Cor. 1:3). Compassion

is that internally generated initiative that
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extending compas

God comforts us so that ay, in turn,

comfort others. When you are in pain, turn
first to the Father of compassion. But don't

let compassion end there. God is the Father
of compassion; may there be many sons and

daughters of compassion as well.

God’s Promise:
Your pain will never
exceed the depths of His

comfort. : ,

GOD’S ETERNAL POWER
AND DIVINE NATURE

Lord of heaven and earth, of all things visible and invisible, Your Word affirms the
beauty, glory, marvels, and goodness of Your created order. The heavens declare
Your majesty and power, and it is through Your creation that You have revealed
Your invisible attributes, Your eternal power, and Your divine nature to all people.
The earth is full of Your possessions, and in wisdom You have made them all. The
heavens and earth abound with resplendent wonders on every level, including

the fearfully and wonderfully made human body. May I learn to enjoy and praise
You through the splendors of Your creation, and may I celebrate Your goodness in
the many gifts of this life, such as food and fellowship, as well as great art, music,
and literature, that have been crafted by Your image-bearers. All of life is spiritual,

whether material or immaterial, and I will worship You in all things.
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Why Beauty Matters

1he Power of Beauty

Imagine threading your way through a crowded foreign city. Suddenly a familiar

face appears—not a casual acquaintance, but a cherished friend. The sudden shock

of familiarity gradually gives way to deep delight and a sense of profound relief. You
somehow feel at home in this strange place. Speaking figuratively, beauty is a bit like the
face of that friend. As such, it inspires deep-seated feelings of joy, delight, and peace.
Consider these words from Elaine Scarry, “At the moment one comes into the presence
of something beautiful, it greets you. It lifts away from the neutral background as though
coming forward to welcome you—as though the object were designed to ‘fit’ your

perception.”!

At the risk of sounding merely pragmatic, those of us who wish to reach a weary world
with the message of Christ are making a serious strategic mistake if we overlook the power
of beauty. I want to consider this power under two broad headings, namely, captivation
and hospitality. In a world overflowing with distractions, the beautiful not only arrests
our attention. It captivates us, filling us with awe, joy, and gratitude. But, as Scarry notes,
it does more than captivate. Beauty is hospitable in the sense that it welcomes us into its

vision.

Why We're Suspicious of Beauty

Before we venture any further, though, we need to confront a popular misconception
that ties beauty exclusively to its formal expressions. For the sake of brevity, let’s put this
formal expression of beauty under the heading of the Institution of the Fine Arts (IOFA).
IOFA can include everything from painting and sculpture to music, poetry, literature,
filmmaking, and architecture. I want to highlight two major reasons for why this line of
thinking leads us astray regarding beauty. The first involves elitism. Naturally, the IOFA
requires a high degree of training and skill, and while the professional guild of artists can
yield quite a bounty, it also tends to foster the assumption that beauty belongs mainly to
professionals. But most of us will recognize on an intuitive level that artists don’t have a
monopoly on beauty. A stunning sunset, the pale bloom of flowers in spring, a small child
leaping through a sprinkler—these everyday events attest to the universal reach of beauty

and take us well beyond the walls of the gallery.

The second reason for resisting the equation of beauty with its formal expressions has
to do with ugliness. Ironically, a good deal of contemporary art is deliberately and
aggressively ugly, confronting its audience with bracing attacks on what was formerly
deemed sacred. Whether it involves crucifixes submerged in human waste or deformed
representations of the human body, a good deal of today’s art constitutes a flight from

beauty, rather than an embrace of it.

Why are so many of today’s artists attacking beauty? This is a complex question and even a
modest answer would be an ambitious undertaking. For the sake of the present discussion,
however, I want to draw on the wisdom of Roger Scruton to shed light on one aspect of it.
Specifically, I want to call attention to the fact that acts of desecration in the art world are
usually attempts at playing God. To a major extent, the modern vision of reality turns on a
desire for power and control. Long gone is the venerable tradition of conforming the soul

to reality. Instead, the present aim is to manipulate reality and bring it into conformity with
human wishes. For this reason, the ambition of much contemporary art is to announce itself
as a bold message from the future that shatters the idols of our past.? The artistic hostility

against the church in recent years is a clear example of this.

What would drive an Andres Serrano to his vaunted works of desecration involving sacred
objects? In a word, a principled resistance to a sacred order, since such an order recognizes
that human beings are subordinate to their creator. As Scruton aptly observes, “For beauty
makes a claim on us: it is a call to renounce our narcissism and look with reverence on the
world.” But that reverence is predicated on the Lordship of the creator. In this sense, beauty
is a blessed rebuke to our feeble attempts at playing God. To stare up at the sky on a clear
night in the countryside, to be dwarfed in a redwood forest, to hold a newborn infant in
your arms—these moments do more than fill us with awe and wonder; they humble us,
reminding us that the rightful posture as we make our way through God’s good world is one

of worship.

Beauty as a Basic Human Need
We need water, food, shelter, and rest. We need companionship, love, and acceptance.
And we need beauty. It is numbered among our most basic human needs. In the words of

Frederick Buechner, “Beauty is to the spirit what food is to the flesh.”

If we're tempted to think of beauty as a luxury, we would do well to consider the role of
decorating in everyday life. Not everyone has the exquisite taste of an interior designer, of
course, but everyone strives for a kind of visual consolation in their living spaces.” We don’t
want a mere shelter from the elements, the spartan furnishings of a prison cell, or the generic
backdrop of a hotel room; we want a home. Think also of the role of plants and gardens,
particularly in places of great poverty. Why are there flowers and potted plants in the slums
of Nairobi, for instance? Aren’t gardens in the midst of such poverty a drain on resources that
ought to be directed elsewhere? Not if beauty is to the soul as food is to the flesh. We won’t

perish without an art gallery, but we will perish without beauty.

Hospitality Rather Than Seduction
Having established that beauty is a basic human need that includes formal expressions, but
isn’t limited to them, I'd like to turn to a great artist whose work offers a holistic vision of

captivation and hospitality.

In The Angel and the Voyager, Ken Boa draws attention to the paintings of the American
master, Thomas Cole. A man of devout faith, Cole was determined to glorify God in his

work by offering a spiritual vision that was as truthful as it was edifying. One of his late

All Scriptures quoted in this newsletter are from the New American Standard Bible®, Copyright © 1960, 1971, 1977, 1995 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman Foundation), as found on BibleGateway.com, except where another translation is indicated.

masterpieces is 7he Voyage of Life, a series of four
paintings, each of which captures a different phase

of the subject’s life. Childhood, Youth, Manhood, and
Old Age offer a panoramic view of a human lifetime,
capturing its joys and trials, as well as God’s care
throughout the journey. In each of these paintings, the
subject is presided over by an angel, even in moments
of severe adversity. By capturing the tumultuous
nature of human life with stunning skill and accuracy,
Cole invites his audience into a spiritual vision that
honors the sufferings of our present world without
giving them the last word. In this sense, 7he Voyage
of Life captivates us, arresting our attention, but then
it invites us to contemplate a world fashioned by the

God who draws us to Himself.

In Psalm 27:4, King David proclaims, “One thing I
have asked of the LORD, that I will seek after: that I
may dwell in the house of the LORD all the days of
my life, to gaze upon the beauty of the LORD and to
inquire in his temple.” As Christian men and women,
we want to do more than share about Christ. We want

to invite people to gaze upon His beauty.

1 Ellaine Scarry, On Beauty and Being Just (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1999), 25.

2 Roger Scruton, Beauty: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2011), 169.

3 Ibid., 173.

4 Available online: https://www.frederickbuechner.com/quote-of-the-

day/2016/12/9/beauty

5 Iam indebted to the artist Mark Sprinkle for this insight.
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