
 
 

Sermon by Mack Dennis, Pastor 
 

Have you ever stood on a smoky mountain peak and looked out over the breadth of these 
crests of royal blue and emerald green… 
    lifted your eyes to a night sky adorned with luminaries millions of years old… 

caught your breath at the sight of a meteor coursing through the constellations… 
  watched the sunlight sparkle and dance on a swift stream… 
and thought to yourself, “Surely the heavens tell of God’s glory and God’s work”? 
 

With poetic language, the Psalmist calls us back to the beginning of creation.  She directs 
our attention skyward, to the firmament we first see in Genesis chapter 1.  In the biblical 
imagination, the earth existed between realms of water, and the firmament was a dome in the sky 
which suspended the waters far above us.  (Though it’s not doing a very good job of late.)  
Nevertheless, the Psalmist says, “Lift up your eyes to see with what beauty and grandeur the 
Lord speaks.”  Of course, the blue sky doesn’t speak.  The cirrus clouds don’t utter audible 
words.  The stars don’t pour forth speech.  But how they do preach to all the earth and the ends 
of the world! 
 

Then the Psalmist describes the heavens debuting the sun like a groom from his canopy, 
then running, like a conditioned athlete, a course from the beginning of the heavens to the end, 
touching every part of the created order with its warmth.  Once the sun sets, though, the Psalm 
takes an abrupt—some would say awkward—turn.  The poet begins by drawing our attention to 
the heavens.  But then she turns our focus to “the law of the LORD.”  The law of the Lord is 
perfect, reviving the soul; the decrees of the Lord are sure, making wise the simple, the precepts 
of the Lord are right, rejoicing the heart.  The change of subject feels so disjointed, some 
scholars believe it represents the merging of two separate Psalms into one—a psalm about God’s 
creation with a psalm about God’s law.   
 

But what if Psalm 19 is simply a prayer for God’s creation and God’s instruction to 
illuminate one another?  We have no better example for what this looks like than our own 
church’s architecture.  Though I haven’t seen his notes, I’m convinced the architect, Douglas 
Ellington, may well have had Psalm 19 on his desk when he drew the sanctuary plans.  Though 
I’m biased, I believe the dome itself, inspired by the Pia Delarosa in Florence, Italy, is even more 
beautiful than the source of its inspiration.  It complements the surrounding mountains by its 
shape, seeking both to imitate their beauty and stand out among them.  The view from inside we 
enjoy during worship calls to mind the firmament God places in the sky at creation, giving us a 
sense that we are subjects of and participants in God’s creation. 
 

But following the logic of the Psalmist’s prayer, the dome may represent not only creation’s 
firmament but also what the poet calls “a tent for the sun.”  Think of it this way, our architecture 
not only proclaims God’s handiwork, but also creates a haven for the brilliant illumination of 



God’s word.  The very construction of our church is designed to draw our gaze upward to the 
skies, but also to draw us into the ongoing story of God’s creative work in the world.  Creation 
confirms what Scripture reveals about God.  Creation and Scripture inform one another about 
who God is and what God is doing in the world. 

 
One of the most interesting exercises I enjoyed giving to introductory preaching students 

was called “dislocated exegesis.”  It is the practice of reading Scripture somewhere out of the 
ordinary.  So, for example, instead of reading your Bible at church or at home, you would go sit 
quietly for an hour in the lobby of the Asheville Mall.  Or tucked behind a grove of 
rhododendrons at Craggy Gardens.  Or in the Emergency Room at Mission.  In the mall, open 
your Bible to the prophet Amos.  At Craggy Gardens, open your Bible to Exodus 3—Moses and 
the burning bush.  In the ER, open your Bibles to the latter chapters of any Gospel and read the 
passion narrative, but don’t read past the crucifixion.  Go to Lewis Cemetery in Beaverdam, 
nestled in beautiful hills next to the Blue Ridge Parkway, and read John 20, when Mary is 
stunned to hear Jesus call her name. 

 
I once took my Bible and flashlight out on the most remote part of a beach in the middle of 

the night and read the Book of Acts—start to finish—and it was exhilarating.  The wind blowing 
all around me like a never-ending Pentecost.  The waves crashing upon Stephen as he was stoned 
to death.  The eerie feeling of a beach lit only by stars and distant street lights accompanying the 
first Christians in their prison cells.  A group of teenagers surprised to stumble upon me, shining 
their flashlights in my face as heaven flashed around Paul and he fell to the ground and heard a 
voice that would never leave him.  Would I have seen all this had I been reading at my desk?  
Not a chance!  Creation and Scripture illuminate and give rise to fresh meanings and new 
revelations.   

 
On the other hand, some of the first Baptists, almost 400 years ago, knew that you could not 

finally read scripture alone.  In The Orthodox Creed, Article 37 declares “the holy Scriptures 
being of no private Interpretation [sic].”  That is, our private Bible reading must be brought to 
the community.  We cannot make up our own minds about it.  We have to have it tested in the 
community.  We enjoy Scripture’s illuminations on this pilgrim road, together.  

 
So read in community whether we’re on Craggy Mountain or in Craggy Prison, whether in 

Bible Study groups across our church building or at Vanderbilt Apartments.  We read 
communally underneath the tent of the sun, burnished by the suns rays, we take our communal 
reading out into creation that it may illuminate everywhere we go.   

 
What if we also consider, as we continue to dream together as a church, how the earliest 

church did theology together.  The church did not always have seminaries and divinity schools. 
The church was the seminary and the divinity school.  Young ministers were trained by older and 
more seasoned ministers.  What if we begin to see more of that kind of thing here—the Spirit of 
God shaping us into a tent for the Son in every dimension?  People from all over the region 
would come to a place where creation and Scripture illuminate one another.  Perhaps they may 
find here new visions and revelations – without ever being on a path to ordination.  They may 
simply fall in love with imagining what God might reveal through God’s Word.    

 



I sometimes shudder at the fact that so many people find the Bible threatening and 
intimidating, simply because it is so complicated and confusing.  Because it contains names with 
many syllables, books that seem archaic, and expressions that make little or no sense to the 
modern ear.  So, we just keep Scripture safely at an arm’s length, on the coffee table or book 
shelf.  But what if the only rule you had to have in order to open the Bible was to have an 
imagination? St. Augustine said, “To read literally what we are supposed to read imaginatively is 
the greatest kind of slavery.”  (That was a long time before there was something called 
Fundamentalism!)   

 
But that is not something we often consider.  I would wager that most of us were first taught 

to see the Bible as a book of rules and principles, “beliefs”, some extensive notes on how to be a 
good person.  You can find some of that in here.  But we should rather train our congregation, 
both young and old, to beware opening the Bible without first having an active imagination.  
What if, when people joined our church, or when children come of age, we gave them Bibles 
with a lock and key, and said, “First, you have to read the Chronicles of Narnia, and the Harry 
Potter Series.” Then we’d give them a quiz afterward, with a final question: “Did you enjoy 
this?”  If the answer is, “Yes!” then we would give them the key to unlock Scripture, so that they 
may be trained.  So that when they open this book, they know they must read it with an open 
heart and an open mind, ready to imagine the inexhaustible ways creation and God’s instruction 
illuminate one another and give rise to new revelations.   

 
What if our children imagine coming to Sunday School like we imagine Harry Potter, going 

to the King’s Crossing train station, stepping up to the 9 ¾ platform and walking right through 
the brick, and ending up at Hogwarts?  What if our children thought about their classroom doors 
as just such a porthole—one that transports them into a world of imagination, into an ongoing, 
cosmic battle between good and evil, with characters of all kinds, where they’re likely to be 
drawn into the drama, as well. 

 
To open the Bible is to walk close to the sun, vulnerable to its heat, and kissed again and 

again by its solar flares that catch us to burn and burnish us and make us into new creations, 
cleared from our hidden faults, blameless and innocent of great transgression, as the Psalmist 
writes.   
 

I never knew it at the time, but growing up in Henderson, one of the teachers’ favorite places 
to take students on a fieldtrip was to the Planetarium in Chapel Hill.  When we walked into the 
Planetarium, there was a grand dome over us.  At first, the ceiling just looked like a blank, white 
screen.  But then, the lights would go out, and we would be launched into space, into foreign 
worlds, into galaxies millions of light years away, and we could see black holes and worm holes, 
nebulas and supernovas.  We would be lost in the love, wonder, and praise of God’s astonishing 
creation.  I never knew as a child, when I was experiencing these wondrous moments, how much 
it was preparing me to read the scriptures and to love the church.    

 
Oscar Wilde said, “We’re all in the gutter, but some of us are looking at the stars.”  Let that 

be said of those of us who pass the threshold, who come underneath this tent for the sun—a 
people illuminated and transformed by God’s Spirit…a people shaped by the prayer of Psalm 19:  



“May the words of my mouth, and the meditation of my heart, be acceptable to you, O Lord my 
God, my Rock, and my Redeemer.   

 
With our gaze cast upward, I believe this is a prayer God will always answer.   
 
 

 
  
 
 
 


