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“A More Beautiful World” 

by the Rev. Dr. Stephanie May 

First Parish in Wayland 

May 22, 2022 

 

“To Make a Better World by engaging in compassionate service  

and promoting social justice.” 

-Part Four of the First Parish in Wayland Mission 

 

As you may know, yesterday was a big day here at First Parish and well, preparing for both 

Ken’s Memorial Service and today’s service turned out to be rather a lot. With the 

encouragement from some folks to consider reusing something I’ve written before to 

lighten my load, I am going to do something different today. Firstly, a reading from Charles 

Eisenstein’s book “The More Beautiful World Our Hearts Know is Possible” will have to wait 

for another time. But, wow, what a great title, right!? Instead, I want to weave together 

fragments of a chapter of my doctoral dissertation with reflections on living out our 

mission as a religious community to make a better world.  

 

What does “better” mean? What images come to mind? What does better look like on our 

streets or in our workplaces or in our wild places? Today I want to suggest that “better” 

and “more beautiful” are linked. Of course, asking “what is beautiful?” may not clarify 

matters very much if you consider the adage that “beauty is in the eye of the beholder.” 

Even so, what we consider to be beautiful does make a difference. As the Rev. Sean Parker 

Dennison says, “What we believe is beautiful we will not wantonly destroy.” And so, I ask, 

what do you consider to be beautiful? What does your idea of a “better” more beautiful 

world look like?  

 

In the most general terms, my dissertation analyzes the ideas and language of “home” in 

feminist and Christian discourses. In chapter four, I examine the discourses around the idea 

of heaven as home. When we use language to depict images of our ideal places, places like 

“heaven,” we are also conveying our highest aspirations, ideals, and values for how the 

world *should* be . . . the “more beautiful world our hearts know is possible.”   

 

There are multiple examples of theologians, ethicists, and preachers using the rhetoric of a 

heavenly home to set-forth an ethical dream for a better world. One example comes from  

Martin Luther King’s speech during the March on Washington in 1963. Author Alice Walker 

recounts portions of King’s speech a in a 1973 essay, entitled “Choosing to Stay at Home: 

Ten Years After the March on Washington.”  She writes: 
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And when he spoke of "letting freedom ring" across "the green hills of Alabama and 

the red hills of Georgia" I saw again what he was uniquely able to make me see:  that 

I, in fact, had claim to the land of my birth. Those red hills of Georgia were mine, and 

nobody was going to force me away from them until I myself was good and ready to 

go.1  

 

Analyzing this passage, I wrote: 

 

King’s prophetic dream of a reconfigured social-material landscape allows Walker to 

reorient her connection to the “land of my birth.” Recognizing her claim to this land 

enables Walker to question the (in)ability of Walker and her Southern sisters and 

brothers to stay home.  

 

Walker laments the "lack of jobs, money, power, and respect" that had driven so 

many North—including her own summer job in Boston.2  Walker longs for a world 

in which she is not forced to leave her "home" with the "countryside" that includes 

the house where her mother was born, the old pine tree where her father rested on 

his way to school, or the land that generations of her ancestors worked—“and 

briefly owned.”3 … In considering the passing of time, Walker can point to changes in 

the social and material landscape that had granted increased accessibility to public 

spaces for blacks—the black teen swimming in the motel pool, the absence of 

“Whites Only” signs. And yet, Walker describes how brutal and soul-draining 

memories of exclusion and violence haunt her enjoyment of this landscape.    

 

Walker’s depiction of her home show how places can both hold powerful connections and 

how places can change. She shows how social action can take root and be manifested 

within particular places and spaces that we inhabit and feel connected to—the pools we 

swim in, the pine trees we walk by. For Walker, her vision of a better world is one where 

she can choose to stay in her particular home without being forced to leave by dynamics of 

racial and economic injustice or by threats of violence. The better, more beautiful world is 

choosing to stay upon land where she felt grounded. 

 

The linkages between a better, more beautiful world are also evident in the work of 

feminist Christian ethicist Beverly Harrison. In her inaugural address as the first woman 

                                                        
1 Alice Walker, “Choosing to Stay at Home: Ten Years After the March on Washington,” In 

Search of our Mother’s Gardens (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1983), 160. 
2 Alice Walker, “Choosing to Stay at Home,” 160. 
3 Alice Walker, “Choosing to Stay at Home,” 162. 
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president of the Society of Christian Ethics, Harrison conveys an ethical vision driven by a 

sense of what the world could become. Discussing the role of metaphors and images in 

ethics, Harrison writes:  

 

They shape our sense of what sort of community would be beautiful to behold. Our 

images of justice provide intimations, imaginative envisagements, of what 

constitutes the good of the whole society.  So while theological notions of justice 

specify neither the range of concrete goods and values for which we ought to strive 

in the immediate future, nor principles of sufficient specificity to adjudicate conflicts 

of interest, they do ground our sense of purpose and order our direction as moral 

agents and communities. They give some clues for prioritizing our principles and 

identifying our concrete goals. [my emphasis]4 

 

In other words, our images and metaphors for the communities we would find beautiful 

provide fuel for our imagination. Our dreams of justice may not spell out policy goals and 

legislative agendas, but they give us a sense of purpose and point to the direction of what a 

“better” world looks like. Our imagined possibilities provide clues that can order our 

priorities and help define our concrete next steps.  Making a better world might just begin 

by imagining what that world looks like, by considering what might be beautiful to behold. 

 

A third example of the power of images of beauty to shape ethics is found in the work of 

womanist ethicist Emilie Townes. By incorporating poetry as well as finely crafted prose 

into her ethical texts, an aesthetic vision of justice plays a key role in Townes’ work.  For 

example, in her 2001 book, Breaking the Fine Rain of Death, the concluding chapter begins 

and ends with poetry.   

 

In the opening poem, Townes discusses her efforts as a girl to “conjure up heaven” which 

she describes primarily in terms of domestic images of her favorite foods—“(i realize now 

that i was associating heaven with the way my grandmama’s house smelled on Saturday 

night and Sunday).”5  Heaven takes imaginative shape from her lived experience of 

domestic bliss at her grandmother’s home. And yet, Townes concludes her poem with a 

lament for the search for paradise among (the empty promises of) the world of “theme 

parks.”  Sometimes the places we are told will provide happiness turn out to be purveyors 

of false hope. We may not find what we are looking for in theme parks or other well-crafted 

images of delight peddled as promises of salvation for our aching spirits. Nonetheless, 

                                                        
4 Harrison, Justice in the Making, 17. 
5 Townes, Fine Rain of Death, 169. 
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Townes declares: “i, frankly, have renewed my search for paradise.”6  However, her search 

for paradise, for that “heavenly home” of idealized living has shifted to a new vision. She 

writes: 

 

This paradise is not collapsed solely into a terrifying apocalypse howling in the end 

of human history. It is connected to an understanding of humanity, our value 

systems, and our world. Therefore, this paradise I seek is largely focused on this life, 

for it is intimately linked to a Hebraic focus on a good and long life as the goal of 

each person. …. [T]he salvific dimension of this paradise is not otherworldly. 

Salvation, here, embraces all of humanity, for it is our kinship and relationship with 

God and one another.7 

 

Do you agree with Townes?  Where do you imagine “salvation” or better world lies? In an 

other-worldly time and place or here, now, within this world?  

 

When so much is going wrong in the world, it can be hard to hold on to images of a better 

world.  On this day of record heat, our sweat reminds us of Climate Change. Nor do we 

forget that just a week ago we gathered to the news of a racist shooting in Buffalo. And we 

continue to consider the fallout from the Supreme Court’s leak and the threat to 

reproductive justice and possibly more. In the face of such concrete problems, why bother 

with our “imaginative envisagements” of a better world?  

 

Why? Because these images of a better, more beautiful world help to inspire and direct our 

ethical action.  What if we surrendered our lawns to become backyard parks of native 

plants for pollinators? What if we built a power grid based on renewables that cleared the 

smog and made images of oil-soaked birds a relic of the past? What if people did not have 

to immigrate between or within nations in search of economic opportunity or in order to 

more safely live out their racial, ethnic, gender, or sexual identity?  What does your more 

beautiful world look like?   

 

When we imagine the more beautiful world our hearts know is possible, then perhaps we 

might sustain our action to preserve and fight for this possible, precious world. In this way, 

beauty can function as fuel to counter the weariness of a tiring, hard fight. I wonder what 

might happen if we respond to challenges of injustice and ugliness with the question, 

“where is the beauty here? Where is the possibility for a more beautiful world?”  

 

                                                        
6 Townes, Fine Rain of Death, 172. 
7 Townes, Fine Rain of Death, 172. 
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The path of answering these questions and living into the answers may be neither simple, 

nor short. However, it may still be worth the journey if we are acting to preserve what we 

find to be beautiful. These images, these metaphors, these lived experiences of beauty are 

powerful ethical motivators in our work for a better world. So let us dream and share our 

dreams for this particular place, for our beloved shared world.  

 

So may it be. 

Amen 


