Beauty on Black Backgrounds?

By Jody Hoffman

While I was painting the murals downstairs in the children’s area at church, God revealed Himself to me in an unexpected way. Having had no training in art, I had plenty of room to be taught, and since it took so long, I had plenty of time to listen. God would be my Teacher, but He would teach me much more than art.

In the quietness, the halls became my classroom. I was working on some wooded area and imagining them to be deep with trees and recalling in my mind that the deepness meant they were to be dark - almost black. I wasn’t sure how to create the depth of the woods, but I figured it was only paint, and I should just try starting with blacks and browns. I had very little experience with painting on walls. It was all experimental but not intimidating.  I was always assured by the fact it was nothing that paint wouldn’t fix, and I could just start over.

Sure enough, the dark colors created the depth, and soon I was able to begin painting the trees. From the very first stroke, I saw the contrast of the trunk and the leaves against the black. I was surprised and pleased that the darkness provided such a great background. Each stroke popped the color, and I discovered how much I liked working with a dark background instead of the expected blue sky. It was such a discovery that I contemplated it in the quietness, enjoying the whole thought of depth and color and painting. Then it was as though I had been looking through a kaleidoscope and I twisted the end for another view, another way to enjoy the composition of colors, when all the pieces formed a picture I did not expect. God was revealing to me a mystery that I had long pondered. 

He showed me that the black canvas was a whole other technique in painting—not just on canvas or walls but also on the lives and hearts of His dear children. His work could be seen, and the colors pop from His stroke on the darkness.  It was His way of making something beautiful out of what appeared to be nothing but darkness, mess, and ruin. Just one stroke of His brush changes everything. It was then that I heard and saw the blackness of my past be transformed before my eyes to see His strokes, His color—His work on my canvas. I always had known He was working, but I did not see the blue skies anywhere; what was wrong? Why so much darkness and mess? How could this be the work of an artist? I had not realized this was the background to just bring out the brilliance of His work. We have all viewed the work of Thomas Kincaid; he is a master of painting light into pictures. We marvel at his work: it is often the contrast between the light and dark that creates the beauty in an amazing way. 

How much more can we imagine God’s gallery. He has such variety; His work is so comprehensive; it has all different styles. He not only paints with blue skies that I had limited Him to, but He also paints on blackness.  Matter of fact, He is so creative that He can paint beauty on the most ugly, most unexpected people and situations. His strokes can take your breath away. The darkness of my home life as a child was only to serve as the backdrop for what He was planning for me: His colors to pop—His work to be seen. Such thoughts overwhelmed me, and I could hardly see the walls on which I was trying to paint through the tears filling my eyes and running down my cheeks. Oh, thank You for teaching me, for showing me. What a holy classroom the hallways became to my education and growth. For revealing His beauty I will forever be grateful.
In the pocket of my dad’s pants, in his worn out wallet, was about $70-$80 at the time he died. I took the money and wanted to buy something to hang in our home that would remind me of him. In Norcross, I found a window frame that was a pointed arch style with a mirror instead of a windowpane. I hung it where I saw it often. It always made me happy and peaceful inside remembering the incredible beauty of the year Dad was dying that God so graciously gave me as I cared for him at our home, where he had lived for 18 years. When we moved from Mountain Park to Grayson I purposefully put it in a separate place so the volunteer movers would not accidentally break it. Someone offered to lay it in their car and take it with them. I hesitated, not convinced of its safety, but caved with the pressure of the assurance that it would be all right. As it turned out, the mirror was hugely broken. I was so sad. We had spent everything to just move in, plus there was so much to do to make the place livable. I knew there would be no extra money to get the mirror fixed, and the price would probably be as much to replace the mirror as it was to purchase it originally. I hung it outside under the porch. It became a part of the outdoors where it was not center stage. It seemed okay there, hidden and over shadowed by the beauty of nature itself. 

Somehow in the process of inner healing of my own brokenness in the years that followed, I came to see beauty in broken things around me—so much so, that about a year ago, I brought the mirror up from outside and hung it smack dab over the my fireplace, in all its brokenness. But because I feel fixed, it doesn’t bother me that it isn’t. It has become a way to share the story of my background, of my broken home, and the anticipation of meeting my dad in his new state—all-whole, no breaks, no sharp edges to cut and hurt me any longer. 

Feeling fixed and being healed is not a onetime deal. It is a process; it is unpredictable; and it is only God. Just as surprised as my discovery in the painting of the dark background in the children’s hall at church was my surprise in the street down the corridor from the cathedral in Krakow. I shared my story in One Night in Krakow about finding my heritage.  But there is another aspect I was unable to share. As our time came to an end, and it was only hours from boarding the train to Prague, we walked the city once again around Krakow realizing it may be the only time I would be there I tried to gulp it all down to quench the curiosity of heritage gone by. It was Friday evening; the beginning of Sabbath, and evidently the vendors came on weekends for now there were paintings by local artists displayed on outdoor walls of the city that had not been there previously. Buddy suggested I find a painting to commemorate our trip and my new connection to Poland. I tried to refuse as I was already grateful and knew we should not spend anymore than I had already added by coming to Poland, but he insisted. Just as he was saying, “How about this one?” my eyes had gone to the same painting. It had drawn me in… I saw me in the picture! It was telling me something… it invited me to drink it in. I stepped closer. That was me. I was a little girl, and an old man was bent over talking to me. It was obvious to me that it was a grandfather talking to this little girl and sharing his wonder of Krakow with her; he wanted her to love his city with him. The spired church was in the background, the street on which we stood was the one in the painting, and the grandfather and little girl was in between. That would have been precious enough but there was one added dimension—it was as though you were looking through a pointed arched dark doorway. It was not a window but a door, not with a broken mirror but a way to go through the looking glass. The darkness was giving way behind it to the soft yellow shadows washing over the grandfather and grandchild. The darkness was broken through. The contrast of light and the church in the background felt like it put all sorts of stories of healing together, all in a moment, in one painting. (Again God was teaching me much more than art.) Buddy repeated his question, “How about this one?” And added, “I like it. Do you?” I couldn’t answer over the boulder now blocking my throat. He turned to see why I was not answering. He saw the tears and saw the answer running down my cheeks. I did like it. “We’ll take that one,” he told the artist as he put his arm around me and squeezed. My voice finally became speakable and I shared what I was seeing, what I was feeling.

He knew, but I needed to tell. It was another part of the ongoing healing, the love of my Heavenly Father. He was not only painting the contrast of light on my dark, but He kindly showed me behind the darkness. Behind the dark wall of my dad and his own pain and the consequences I lived in, there was really a beautiful doorway to my grandfather and his story of love to me. Its soft yellow wash wanting to set my world aglow, warmed to take away the gray shadows that had caused my doubts, to set me free to see beauty behind not only on the blackness.

Do you look for blue skies and wonder why the black? Where is God in all of this? Take heart - He is there. Perhaps waiting for the paint to dry enough to stroke in His breath taking color on your darkness—to create His masterpiece, to make you His living canvas.  But don’t be too surprised if He in time even shows you behind that darkness and you find a whole other world He wants to share with you. The one of courage and wonder and stories, the one a grandfather would share with his granddaughter. I only know this heart since I have become the grandparent and understand the utter delight I have in four very special grandchildren. That’s the heart God has for us, what a discovery! What a God!

