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It has been called “the most successful piece of entertainment of all time,” and the numbers confirm it.


It has grossed more than $5 billion.  That is almost twice as much as “Avatar” and more than four times the take of “Titanic.”


It has been seen by more than a hundred million people.  That’s four times the population of Texas.

It has been presented in 25 countries and 14 languages.


It has won more than 50 major awards and its soundtrack has sold more than 40 million copies.  That’s more than the Beatle’s “Sgt. Pepper” album and Pink Floyd’s “The Wall.”

   
Needless to say, its stars have become household names.


Have you guess it yet?


It is Andrew Lloyd Weber’s “The Phantom of the Opera.”  

Since its London premiere in 1986, with Michael Crawford and Sarah Brightman in the lead roles, it has dominated the theatre.  Today it remains the longest running Broadway show in history, having dethroned—or should I say, declawed—“Cats.”


And yet the question one has to ponder is, “Why?”  Why is it that we find it so compelling?  What is it about this musical, based on a largely ignored novel from 1911, that so captures our imagination?  

Year’s ago Andrew Lloyd Weber was asked that question.  And his response was fascinating.  He said “The Phantom of the Opera” strikes a chord because, like the phantom, everyone has a part of themselves that they want to hide.


What an astute observation.  Don’t most of us have aspects of our lives that we try to hide from the world?  At a purely physical level, it might be a flaw in otherwise flawless skin or a scar about which we long ago became self-conscious.  It might be the size of our nose or the ever-increasing gray in our hair.   

But, of course, not every flaw is physical.  Often the part of us that we try to hide is within us.


In Darkness Visible:  A Memoir of Madness, William Styron, the author of The Confession of Nat Turner and Sophie’s Choice, recounts a trip he made to Paris to receive a prestigious literary award.  It was to be a joyful occasion, one in which his work was to be rightly recognized, one in which he would find his name mentioned among an elite group of novelists.  And yet all the while he was battling to hide what he called the “gloom crowding in on me, a sense of dread and alienation and, above all, stifling anxiety.”  Styron was descending into severe depression, but he had put a mask over it, hiding it from the world.


It wasn’t depression but guilt that scarred the late Bobbi Sims, a fact she eventually shared in her book Judas’s Mother.  That work was not an objective or clinical account of the reality of parental guilt over the choices one’s children make.  It was a very personal working out of Bobbi’s own guilt.  Oh, it was inappropriate guilt; she was not to blame for her children’s decisions.  But for years she felt responsible and masked her pain behind her bright eyes, gracious smile and effervescent personality.

Rebecca was 16 when she fell in love.  A few months later, she and her boyfriend stood in front of a justice of the peace and vowed to love one another for life.  It was not the wedding about which she had dreamed, but she was pregnant.  Six months later her daughter was born.

When I met Rebecca, she and her husband had been married for nearly 18 years and had welcomed two more children into the world.  He was a deacon at the church; she volunteered with the children and occasionally sang solos.


But when someone asked Rebecca how long she had been married, she was always uncomfortable and evasive.  “Forever,” she would say, before changing the subject.  But her glibness was a mask, a way to hide the mistake of her youth, a sin she refused to let God forgive.


Or consider Peter.  Kenneth Hauck speaks of him in his book Christian Caregiving.  Peter is a husband and father.  Although his church attendance has been spotty for several years, he has been at times quite active in the church, serving on the board, visiting the elderly and so on.  That experience helped to make Peter who he is—a kind man with a big heart, a man who volunteers at a home for the mentally disabled.  

Yet when asked about his faith, Peter demurs.  He says he doesn’t like to talk about it; he doesn’t want to shove it down anyone’s throat.  But the truth be told, Peter is not just hesitant about his faith, he is embarrassed by it.  He is afraid that if his co-workers find out he’s a Christian they might lump him in with street preachers and televangelists, they might view him as different or odd.  And so he hides his faith from them.

Like the phantom, we all have parts of our lives we want to hide.  We could easily add to the list begun here.  How many of us hide our addictions or failures, our greed or grief, our lust or anger, our fear or bigotry behind a mask of our own design?  How many of us have parts of our lives that we would love to have redone or removed?  And yet we doubt it is even possible.  We assume that the flaw within us is just too deep.

And yet such thinking fails to understand both the will and the power of God.  After all, God created us for himself.  Does he not want us to be whole?  If so, then can he not heal us?  Of course he does and of course he can.  God is more than willing to look behind our masks and correct the flaw within us, no matter how hideous we might imagine it to be.  God wants that.

Yet he question is:  Do we?  Are we willing to let him?  Are we willing to let him remake us into the people he wants us to be?

That was the question the people of Judah had to answer.  

At the time, they were deeply flawed.  Despite all that God had done for them, despite leading their ancestors out of slavery, giving them the Promised Land, providing them with judges and later with kings, the people were unfaithful.  They rejected the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob to worship other gods, even offering child sacrifices in the Valley of Hinnom.  But even the best among them failed to live up to God’s teachings, to the commandments God had given.  The treated the most fragile people in society with contempt, oppressing the foreigners, deceiving the widows, abusing the orphans and swindling the workers.  And they would try to hide it all behind a mask of piety.  They would gather in the Temple, sing their praises, say their prayers, offer their gifts, and declare their love of God, but then go forth to hate their neighbor.  Behind the mask, they were grossly flawed, scarred by their betrayal of God.

And yet God offered to heal them.  To make his point, he sent Jeremiah on a field trip, down to the potter’s house.  There the prophet caught an image of God’s relationship with his people.  Just as the potter was trying to shape the lump of clay into a vessel for his use, so God was willing to shape Judah.  But just as the clay was spoiled in the potter’s hand, just as it resisted the touch of the artisan, so the people rebelled against God.

Of course, the potter could have tossed the clay aside.  He could have abandoned it for some other more workable piece.  But rather than destroy the clay and start anew, the potter graciously remade it, reshaped it, into something good and useful.  And that was what God was offering to do with his people.  “Can I not do with you, O house of Israel, just as this potter has done?” God asked.  “Just like the clay in the potter’s hand, so are you in my hand….Turn now, all of you from your evil ways, and amend your ways and your doings.”

God offered to remake his people.  He offered to smooth out their flaws, heal their scars. But he would not force his work upon them.  They had to be willing.  They had to turn to him and allow him to reshape them.

If you were to read on in Jeremiah, you would discover that the people refused to repent, to amend their ways and let God rework their lives.  And so they spent years in exile.  But their failure does not change the fact that God is willing to make over the lives of the willing.  It does not change the fact that when we submit to him, he can and does rid them of all that they once hid from the world.
· Is that not what he did with Abraham and Sarah? Years and years before God had promised that they would become a great nation.  But they were now old—too old for children.  They had almost given up on God, figuring he would never keep his promise.  Behind the mask of obedience, they hid their doubts, doubts so severe that when God told Sarah she would in her old age bear a son she couldn’t help but laugh at the foolishness of it all.  And yet they remained willing, and God remade them into the patriarch and matriarch of a nation.
· Did God not do the same with Moses?  He was the son of Hebrew slaves.  While he was reared among the privileged in Pharaoh’s house, he still knew from whence he’d come, a fact he was more than willing to hide.  When, in a rage, he murdered an Egyptian, he tried to hide his crimes.  And when it became known, he fled and hide his past in a land far away.  And yet God came to him and offered to remake him.  Oh, Moses was reluctant, but when God persisted Moses submitted, and God remade him into the greatest leader the Hebrew people ever knew.
· Then there was David, a man scarred by arrogance, lust and murder.  He hid his adultery under the cover of night and the slaying of the innocent Uriah behind the fog of war. And yet when confronted with his sin, he turned back to God, willingly placing himself in the hands of God, who remade him into Israel’s great poet-king.

The list goes on.
· A humble teen-ager betrothed to Joseph says yes to God and, despite what would obviously be societal reproach, becomes the Mother of God, the vessel for God’s Son.  
· An impetuous and arrogant fisherman has much to hide after denying his Lord three times.  He tries to hide, keeping his distance while cooking a morning meal far from the other disciples.  And yet Christ comes to him, offers grace, and Simon willing surrenders himself to Christ, and becomes the Apostle Peter, the Rock;

· An angry persecutor of Christians named Saul hides his self-righteousness behind the Law.  And yet when he encounters the Risen Lord, he amends his ways, turns himself over to Christ, and is reshaped into the passionate and self-sacrificing Apostle Paul.


Because they were willing, God stripped away the ugliness that they sought so hard to hide and made them into his vessels.

And God has never stopped such work.

As one preacher put it:  Every day God fixes broken hearts, heals wounded souls, cleanses defiled lives, sweetens bitter experiences, purifies the polluted and beautifies the ugly.  Every day, God takes people willing to place themselves in his hands and remakes them.  Every day he reshapes them into people who love him more fully and serve him more faithfully.

That leaves us with other questions.  What part of your life are you hiding?   What flaw is masked?  Sin or fear?  Guilt or grief?  Hatred or despair?  Apathy or anger?  Embarrassment or depression?  What is it that keeps you from being the person God created you to be?  What keeps you from the wholeness that God wants for you?  Can you name it—and are you willing to placed yourself in the potter’s hands?  Are you willing to let God take the raw and flawed material of who you are and turn it into a beautiful vessel for his use?
Let us pray:  Eternal God, forgive our complacency when it comes to our faith.  Forgive our vain attempts to hid parts of ourselves from you.  Accept us as we are—flawed, broken, defiled, depressed, guilty, sinful and embarrassed—but do not leave us this way.  Place your divine hands upon us and remake us into instruments through which you are at work in the world.  Amen.

