
Reflections on Beauty 
 
I recently came across an article in the Washington Post describing an intriguing 
sociological experiment conducted in a Washington DC subway station. The article 
caught my eye because I recognised the name of the chief subject in this experiment -- 
Joshua Bell. Joshua Bell, for those of you who do not know, is a virtuoso violinist. In 
some ways, I grew up with Joshua Bell. As I was carted off to violin lessons by my 
parents, screeching out painful evidence of yet another week gone by without practicing, 
Joshua Bell was leading this parallel and polar opposite child prodigy existence. I had 
long since forgotten about him and so I was somewhat pleased to hear that he had 
made good on his talents and was now a much sought after violinist recording platinum 
CDs and playing to packed concert halls the world over. 
 
The question the Washington Post editors wanted to answer was, ‘What would happen, 
if instead of a random busking subway musician, regular commuters were exposed to a 
true virtuoso in disguise? Would true beauty be recognized?’ 
 
And so the article describes how Joshua Bell dons normal clothes and hauls his 
Stradivarius, down into the bowels of the unsuspecting Washington DC metro system. 
There was much discussion among the editors about contingencies. What about crowd 
control? Surely, the beauty of the Virtuoso violinist would be recognized and appreciated 
by this cultured DC crowd. What if a huge crowd forms and prevents a normal 
commuting flow? Bravely, they plod on with the experiment and Mr. Bell begins a 45 
minute anonymous concert to an unsuspecting crowd -- nobody knowing what really to 
expect. 
 
The journalist puts it this way, 
 

Each passerby had a quick choice to make, one familiar to 

commuters in any urban area where the occasional street 

performer is part of the cityscape: Do you stop and listen? Do you 

hurry past with a blend of guilt and irritation, annoyed by the 

unbidden demand on your time and your wallet? Do you throw in a 

buck, just to be polite? Does your decision change if he's really bad? 

What if he's really good? Do you have time for beauty? Shouldn't 

you? What's the moral mathematics of the moment? 
 
A hidden camera was set up to capture the pace at which the anticipated throng gathers. 
In those 45 minutes, approximately 1100 get the chance to hear some of the most 
beautiful music ever played. So what do you think happened? 
 
As it turns out, almost nobody even took notice of this Violin genius playing. Incredible, 
here we had the premier violinist of his day, playing on one of the most expensive 
instruments in the world, and nearly nobody even took notice. Were they dumb? Were 
they deaf? What could have made them so distracted or busy? 
 
But before my blood starts to boil with judgment on those uncultured passers by, I need 
to take a long look in the mirror myself. Truth be told, I would have been one of the 1100 



passers by. I know what it means to be in a hurry, to be late for work, to be consumed in 
thought with the normal demands of life. 
 
Thankfully, the article did not stop there. Embedded in this fantastic piece of journalism 
was the description of 3 people and 1 category of people who were caught on hidden 
camera taking notice of the special moment. 
 
The first person, Mr. Mortensen, was a typical commuter, on the last leg of his 1hour 
commute to his job as a project manager for the department of energy. In his 30s, he is 
later interviewed, and confesses no knowledge of classical music whatsoever. Whatever 
it was, he says, it made me feel at peace. and so for the first time in his life, Mr. 
Mortensen lingers. He checks his time and realizes that he has 3 minutes to spare. And 
so, he leans up against a wall, and spends his allotted 3 minutes soaking up the 
incredible playing of Joshua Bell. 
 
The second person who took notice of Mr. Bell,  Mr. Picarello, had long since given up 
his childhood dream of becoming a violinist. At age 18, he decided he’d never be good 
enough to make it pay and so changed career paths. Today he is a supervisor with the 
US Postal Service. As you look at the video carefully, as Picarello reaches the top of the 
escalator, he recognizes something unusual is happening.  
 

"This was a superb violinist. I've never heard anyone of that caliber. 

He was technically proficient, with very good phrasing. He had a 

good fiddle, too, with a big, lush sound. I walked a distance away, 

to hear him. I didn't want to be intrusive on his space."“ 
 
And so, Picarello, stations himself past the shoeshine stand, and he will not budge for 
the next 9 minutes. 
 
The third person who takes notice of the unusually gifted violinist is actually a category 
of person. Close inspection of the video reveals that virtually every child was captivated 
by this violin genius. No parent, however, bothered to honour their child's pleads to stop 
and listen and many a child is caught on tape craning their necks to catch one last 
glimpse of the violinist. 
 
The fourth and final person out of 1100 people who stops, Ms Furukawa, actually 
identifies Mr. Bell. It just so happens that she had been to his concert 3 weeks before. 
She happens to come near the end of the 45 minute free concert and stations herself 
‘front row center’, 10 feet in front of Mr. Bell. When he finishes she thanks him for the 
amazing performance and revels in her good fortune. 
 
I found this article and this experiment fascinating. I was initially drawn by the recognition 
of Joshua Bell and next by the unknown result of the experiment. But as I thought about 
the events further, I heard other questions echoing within my soul. 
 
How could such beauty and genius be missed? Why did so few stop to listen? Why 
wouldn’t I have stopped to listen? 
 
And then, at a spiritual level I thought. What if the reaction or lack of reaction is similar to 



the reaction the Kingdom of God gets in this world -- the Kingdom of God gets from me? 
In the bible Jesus tells the similar story of a grand wedding banquet -- and yet none of 
the invited have time or interest to come. 
 
As I reflected on these things, I pondered if there was anything I could learn from these 
rare and unusual 4 ‘people’. Is there something about them that I need to recapture and 
reclaim in my spirituality so as not to miss God’s beauty, God’s kingdom so routinely? 
Well, I submit that there ARE spiritual lessons to be learned here. 
 
The first person, Mr. Mortensen, teaches me the value of time. The importance of 
pausing and creating space in order for me to be aware of beauty. Although he only had 
3 minutes, he redeemed those 3 minutes that morning in a most valuable way. The fact 
that you are all here at church is evidence that you all understand something of this truth 
of Sabbath. 
 
The second person, Mr. Picarello, teaches me the value of being exposed to God’s 
Kingdom / beauty early in life. As Moms and Dads, Uncles and Aunties in this F3C family, 
we have the privilege and responsibility of teaching our children about the true kingdom 
of God, about true beauty. In so doing, I firmly believe that we are shaping the DNA of 
their souls such that they will recognize beauty, God’s kingdom moments in the 
everyday of life. In essence giving them the language of God. 
 
The third ‘person’, the children, teaches me even more about being a child in God’s 
kingdom. What is it about children that God values? Is it innocence, trust, purity? For me, 
I need to recapture some qualities of being a child. This is why play is so important. 
Indeed, Jesus himself says, ‘let the children come to me’ 
 
Finally, Ms. Furukawa teaches me the importance of regularly taking in God’s kingdom / 
beauty. She had just coincidentally watched Joshua Bell 3 weeks prior and so was 
primed to recognize him. The lesson for me is obvious, I would do well to regularly 
spend time with God, his people and his word. 
 
So here we have it, spiritual lessons from a virtuoso violinist. 
 
1. How can I be more like Mr. Mortensen, creating space so as to avail myself to God’s 
beauty? 
2. How can I be more like Mr. Picarello, and not only shape our children’s spiritual DNA 
but also tap into the beauty that was breathed into me as a child. 
3. How can I reclaim a childlike faith 
and finally 
4. How can I regularly saturate my soul with God? 
 
September 25, 2011 F3C discussion time notes: 
  
Joshua Bell could represent Jesus in this world. Sadly, so few people are ‘in tune’ with 
Jesus’ beauty. 
Yet, there is a remnant who is. Christians today are this remnant.  
One of our most important tasks, therefore, is to be ‘translators’ to a world that has lost 
its taste for ‘Jesus’ -- for true ‘beauty’. 
Have you every gazed upon a beautiful painting or heard a wonderful piece of music yet 



did not know exactly why the art was so beautiful. And have you ever had the chance to 
have someone familiar with the art or music ‘explain’ it to you? Well, we are the people 
who are familiar with Jesus. Out of love for Him, and passion for His beauty and grace, 
we are invited to ‘explain’ Jesus to the world. 


