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Introduction

Has beauty in a postmodern world lost its sensibility and become the beast as Edward Farley suggests in Faith and Beauty: A Theological Aesthetic?
  Has the Christian tradition and even its Hebraic roots inherently suppressed, as Farley further contends, the discourse of beauty because of its iconoclastic monotheism, moral asceticism, and futurism?  Or does the early Christian tradition offer an aesthetic perspective that needs retrieval?  

Considering the current postmodern milieu, philosophical aesthetics has all but dismissed the motif of beauty as an essentialist notion with minimal explanatory power.  Rhetoric regarding beauty seems to be absent from the academic discussion as Farley and David Hart, in his recent book The Beauty of the Infinite: The Aesthetics of Christian Truth,
 suggest.  The dismissal of beauty from the discourse of philosophical aesthetics appears to be in part because of philosophy’s relegation of beauty to the ornamental and innocuous pleasant, signifying the beautiful as an escape from the pain of reality.  Frank Burch Brown, in his book Religious Aesthetics: A Theological Study of Making and Meaning,
 further attributes the decline of beauty to the Renaissance and the progressive secularization of society that insists aesthetics be purified of all religious content.  On a popular level, beauty has lost its force in the marketplace of ideas since it has come to mean whatever the “beholder” wants the term to mean.  On this view, the concept of beauty loses its objective component and its ability to convey meaning beyond the realm of personal taste.  Despite these trends, current discussions regarding theological aesthetics and beauty seem to be flourishing; yet, the Christian tradition varies from a murmur to a roar.
  In the midst of the current postmodern situation, it appears beauty is searching for an identity; and, a renewal of beauty in light of Scripture and the early Christian tradition suggests another option that prevents truth and goodness from becoming “dull, lifeless, boring, formalistic, and cold.”
  

This paper contends that a renewing of the early Christian tradition of beauty along a biblical trajectory can access reality in a way that modern science and logic cannot, which has relevance for at least three essential areas of Baptist life—the ordinances, the nature of Scripture, and missions.  This paper attempts to demonstrate beauty’s relevance to these particular areas through a comparative analysis of Augustine’s and Gregory of Nyssa’s theology of beauty with regard to beauty’s definition, function, and significance.
  The early Christian tradition then, contra Farley, presents both an objective and subjective notion of beauty with a relational component fraught with implications for worship, wisdom, and witness.

Augustine’s Theology of Beauty: Definition, Function, Significance


Throughout the corpus of Augustine’s writings, Augustine contemplates the complexities of beauty in itself and in relationship.  In his Confessions, he ponders, “Do we love anything save what is beautiful?  But what then is beautiful?  And what is beauty?  What is it that allures us and delights us in the things we love?  Unless there were grace and beauty in them they could not possibly draw us to them.”
  Discerning Augustine’s theology of beauty is elusive and complex due to the scattered references and intermingled Platonic thoughts of his day.
  Despite these difficulties, the Augustine corpus presents a theology of beauty, albeit elusive, characterized by an objective notion apparent to the senses and a subjective notion that attracts and is desirable, whereby God, being the source of all truth, beauty, and goodness, is seen by the faithful who are pure in heart.  

Augustine’s Definition of Beauty


Although Augustine’s treatise De Pulchro et Apto is lost, Augustine alludes to the treatise’s purpose when he realizes, after contemplating the nature of beauty, a distinction between that which is beautiful in itself and that which is beautiful in relationship to another object.
  What then is beautiful, and what is beauty?  When considering beauty inherent to an object and apparent to the senses, Augustine defines beauty in terms of number, form, unity, and order.  

Augustine’s notion of number is best understood by one of his illustrations, “Human artisans of all corporeal forms have numbers in their art to which they adapt their works: hands and instruments move in working, until that which is formed without, obtains completion in so far as is possible, and is pleasing to the internal judge gazing upon supernatural numbers through the interpreting sense.”
  Number then is Augustine’s reduction of an object to its mathematical elements and is the irreducible component that leads to form, which entails something’s existence.  Without form and by implication number, something or someone does not exist.  Augustine locates form in two places—in the object itself and in the mind of God.  The forms that exist eternally in God are immutable.  When God creates, these eternal forms are actualized into corporeal existence.  Both exist simultaneously, where the corporeal is dependent upon the eternal.
  For Augustine, nothing exists without some element of unity, which produces harmony, proportion, equality, and symmetry.  These four characteristics are expressions of unity and to the extent an object possesses these qualities, an object is either more or less unified.
  The final element of an objective beauty for Augustine is order, which “is the distribution which allots things equal and unequal, each to its own place, and integrates an ensemble of parts in accord with an end” and thus secures being.
   In contrast, disorder is perverted being yet still possesses some aspect of order because no order means no existence.  Is an object then simply beautiful or ugly?

Beauty for Augustine is not a simplistic either/or.  Rather, Augustine nuances beauty by recognizing the complexities of corporeal beauty in relationship to the Fall of humanity and thus contends that corporeal beauty exists in various degrees depending upon the extent to which the object possesses number, form, unity, and order.  A being that possesses these qualities to a greater or lesser degree is either more or less beautiful.  What then of the ugly, does it possess beauty as well?  When making these judgments, according to Augustine, we must consider the part in light of the whole if we are to make a true judgment.  To do otherwise and cling “to a part, is per se ugly.”
  In one sense then every corporeal thing is beautiful to some degree because it exists, yet every corporeal thing is ugly to some degree because of sin.  Is this then all that beauty amounts to—the extent to which these objective criteria are inherent within an object?


Augustine does not succumb to the fallacy of reductionism when assessing the beauty of an object.  Rather Augustine sees an incorporeal or supreme beauty, namely God, from which corporeal beauty has its meaning and existence.
  Augustine makes this distinction when he attempts to apply these objective notions of beauty to the soul.  He laments his inability to see the incorporeal but then realizes that these objective notions of beauty “hinged on your artistry, almighty God, who alone works wonders.”
  Augustine comes to grips with his ineptitude to rationally grasp God by his own efforts and recognizes what he knows of beauty, truth, and goodness is revealed by and has its life in God alone.
  How then does beauty function in the thought of Augustine?

Beauty’s Function in the Thought of Augustine


Since Augustine distinguishes corporeal beauty from the incorporeal, beauty has two functions.  Corporeal beauty functions to point the observer to divine Beauty through the senses, and incorporeal or divine Beauty functions to transform (reformare) the ugly (deformius) by inspiring one’s faith, hope, and love.  The distinction between these two functions hinges on Augustine’s understanding of the Fall of humanity.


Corporeal beauty functions as signs or guideposts that should point observers toward divine Beauty.  Because corporeal beauty participates in the incorporeal for its existence, it possesses number, form, unity, and order, which attract the human senses.
  This attraction implies a subjective component that is not readily apparent in Augustine’s theology of beauty yet is an important aspect.  The Fall of humanity however distorts this subjective component since humanity passed “from eternal good to time-bound good, from spiritual to flesh-bound good, from intelligible to sensuous good, from the highest good to the lowest good.”
  The Fall severed humanity’s facie ad faciem relationship with God because humanity opted for a relationship per speculum.  In other words, corporeal beauty should point humanity to incorporeal Beauty.  Because of sin however, humanity fell for the pleasures of incorporeal beauty (and defines beauty by those pleasures) rather than beholding divine Beauty. Humanity is thus deformis and in need of reformatio.


Incorporeal Beauty functions then to reformare the deformius by inspiring one’s faith, hope, and love in Christ, who is the quintessential form and content of beauty.
  In Christ, God reveals the source of all corporeal beauty whose role is to lead discordant humanity into harmony with divine Beauty.
  Christ, incarnate Beauty, accomplishes this harmony by humbling himself and becoming deformius.  How then are we to love that which is deformius if, according to Augustine, we love that which is formosus?  Augustine replies, “What is it we love in Christ—his crucified limbs, his pierced side, or his love?  When we hear that he suffered for us, what do we love?  Love is loved.  He loved us, that we might in turn love Him; and that we might return His love He has given us His Spirit.”
   The incarnation then reveals divine Beauty in the ugly.  It is not seen with the physical eye but is seen by faith deformis formosis through the eyes of the heart.  Augustine exhorts us to listen with understanding “to the song and let not the weakness of the flesh turn away [our] eyes from the splendor of His beauty.  The highest and truest beauty is that of righteousness; where you find Him unjust, you will not see Him beautiful; if He is altogether just, He is altogether beautiful.”
  Christ therefore hung deformed on a tree, but his deformity is our beauty.

The Significance of Beauty in the Thought of Augustine


Divine beauty revealed deformis formosis functions to transform humanity by inspiring humanity’s faith, hope, and love not simply to look at it but participate in and through it in order to bring those who believe face to face with God.  Corporeal beauty then should point us to divine Beauty by arresting our attention and causing us to contemplate God’s majesty in his creation rather than becoming infatuated with a self-serving pleasure that results in the desire to possess the fruit for one’s own personal gain or satisfaction.


The significance of divine Beauty is God’s initiative to bring humanity from non-existence back to existence through his Son who is incarnate Beauty.  Christ made himself ugly for the sake of his bride, the church, in order to make her beautiful.  The church attains her beauty by grace through a turning away from that which makes her ugly to the one who will make her beautiful.  Augustine notes, “The Church herself is confession and beauty.  First, confession, then beauty; confession of sins, beauty of good works.”
  Moreover, “by faith, Christ then is formed in us, for if we imitate him by love, inasmuch as possible, we receive the beauty of Christ.”
  Perfect beauty for the church however is not attained in the temporal but in the eternal when the church possesses perfect form in both body and soul and sees God face to face.


When seen through the eyes of faith, the significance of corporeal beauty instructs us to behold the Creator.  The reason creation has a positive role in directing humanity to God is due to the connection between the eternal and created form.  Although the created form is not sufficient for saving knowledge of the eternal form, the created form can build up faith in the believer because “God made all those natural things which their senses observe all round them in amazing variety.”
  Augustine warns however that our affections should not remain with the created, “Let not that which has been made by Him detain your affections, so that you should lose him by whom you yourself were also made.”
  This is the danger of corporeal beauty in that we become enamored with the created rather than beholding the Creator.  Incorporeal beauty, when seen through the eyes of faith, should capture our attention in such a way that leads to awe and reverence of the Creator rather than selfish gratification of personal desires.


Beauty, according to Augustine, exists simultaneously in the corporeal and the incorporeal.  The corporeal has its existence because of the incorporeal and possesses an objective reality that Augustine describes as number, form, unity, and order.  This objective notion of beauty does not play to our desires but arrests our attentions in order to point us to eternal beauty.  The Fall however has damaged created beauty so that it has become an imperfect reflection of eternal beauty whereby humanity becomes enamored with its own selfish gratification of personal desires.  The initiative of divine Beauty, veiled by deformius yet revealed in Christ’s humility and suffering on the cross, demonstrates God’s love for humanity so that humanity may again behold divine Beauty face to face.  Humanity by faith then can participate in divine Beauty by confessing its own ugliness and turning toward incarnate Beauty thereby restoring eternal beauty which will be perfected upon Christ’s return.  Although Augustine distinguishes between the objective, subjective, and relational components of beauty, his theology of beauty intertwines these components so that neither is mutually exclusive.

Gregory of Nyssa’s Theology of Beauty: Definition, Function, and Significance

Although Gregory of Nyssa offers some objectivity for his understanding of material beauty in terms of color, his approach to beauty is primarily subjective where supreme Beauty is close to the ineffable.  Because of this view, Gregory’s theology of beauty focuses more on the spiritual rather than the tangible.  For Gregory, visible beauty is miniscule in comparison to the grandeur and beauty of God and is obscured further by our human condition and situatedness.  Human contemplation however, when given some unexplainable inspiration and denounces the earthly, sees the Beautiful, although it is encased in the superficial.  By participating in the Beautiful, we become beautiful.  God, being the source of all that is beautiful, is thus seen ever so slightly by the purified “eye of the soul.” 

Gregory of Nyssa’s Definition of Beauty


Gregory, although known as the mystic or moral theologian of the Cappadocian Fathers, recognizes a tangible material beauty derived from the impression of form onto matter that appeals to the five senses, where an amalgam of color harmoniously arranged is most beautiful.  Commenting in his work, The Life of Moses, Gregory’s description of the tabernacle, a “beauty of indescribable variety,” centers on the brilliant and radiant colors used in its construction.
  At the conclusion of his description, Gregory seems overwhelmed by such magnificence that he remarks, “What words could accurately describe it all?”  He continues by asking, “Of what things not made with hands are these an imitation?  And what benefit does the material imitation of those things Moses saw convey to those who look at it?”


Before answering these questions, it is important to note how Gregory distinguishes between aesthetic experiences.  In his work On Virginity, Gregory describes three types of people to make his distinctions.  The majority of people, who are superficial in their thought, are enamored with something beautiful because of the pleasure it brings and are not concerned to move beyond this.  The second type of person, who has a trained intellect, considers not only the appearance of an object but examines the inherent qualities of an object in relationship to the whole.  Both of these types of people can admire and apprehend this beauty, “yet the archetype of this beauty escapes our comprehension.”  The third type of person, who rises from the visible to the invisible, glimpses God’s beauty through the power of the Holy Spirit who purifies the mind.  The third person, according to Gregory, espies pure Beauty, God himself, who is without color or form or size or shape.


How then does visible beauty relate to the invisible, particularly since visible beauty has color and the invisible does not?  Gregory struggles to make this comparison due to the near ineffable nature of pure Beauty.  He likens the relationship to a tiny drop of water within a boundless sea, where a tiny drop is beautiful only because it shares in pure Beauty.  In other words, visible beauty attains its beauty from the impressions of pure Beauty where the material encases yet manifests pure Beauty in its most miniscule and often distracting form.
 


For Gregory then, beauty has two forms—the visible and the invisible where the visible receives its constituent elements from and is only a faint reflection of invisible Beauty.  Visible beauty, according to Gregory, has objective qualities that appeal to the senses of which a tapestry of harmonious color is of supreme importance.  Because of our human condition, however, people neglect to see beyond the tangible impressions of pure Beauty and revel in the pleasures of beauty’s lowest forms, even if their mind is sufficiently trained.  What benefit or function then does material beauty have for the observer?

Beauty’s Function in the Thought of Gregory of Nyssa


Visible beauty, according to Gregory, serves as a pathway to pure Beauty, yet because of our “dense minds, it seems . . . difficult . . . to distinguish logically and separate the matter from the beauty perceived in it, and to come to know the nature of beauty in itself.”
  Humanity’s beauty akin to divine Beauty is marred by sin and impoverished of the beautiful.  Humanity then seeks what it desires yet misjudges what is beautiful and is unable to comprehend by its own endeavors invisible Beauty no matter the grandeur found in the visible.
  How then is a person to glimpse the splendor of pure Beauty?


Recall Gregory’s illustration about three types of people.  The third person is able to glimpse pure Beauty ever so slightly when the Holy Spirit enables the person to remove the filth accumulated from sin and bring light to the beauty of the soul.
  Gregory also likens color within visible beauty to the colors of virtue found in the Beatitudes.  These virtues are like paints that every person chooses to or not to paint on the canvas of their life.  If we aspire to see pure Beauty, then we must imitate Christ who became the image of the invisible God among us and fashioned a beauty consistent with the character of pure Beauty.  Pure Beauty will then be restored to those who imitate Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit at the resurrection, when Christ returns for his people.


Visible beauty then, in the thought of Gregory, functions as a pathway to pure Beauty.  Our filthy condition however perverts our judgment of visible beauty that often results in becoming captivated by the sensations produced by it.  Gregory contends that if we are to move beyond the visible to invisible Beauty, it will not be by our own rationality but by the power of the Holy Spirit who enables us to see pure Beauty.  This is accomplished by our imitating the supreme example of Christ who is perfect beauty in form and content and reveals the beautiful virtuous life we are to live by the power of the Holy Spirit.

The Significance of Beauty in the Thought of Gregory of Nyssa


The significance of Gregory’s thought of beauty lies in his understanding of the grandeur of God who is pure beauty and the finitude of humanity who needs God’s grace to even glimpse pure Beauty.  The grandeur of which Gregory speaks of God amplifies our condition as humans in need of new life because of the sin that we have brought upon ourselves. Gregory however does not leave humanity in despair but sets forth the beautiful life lived in the power of the Holy Spirit—a life painted with virtuous colors after the pattern of Christ.  The pure in heart will see God (Mat. 5:8).

Not only will the pure in heart see pure Beauty, they will also see pure Beauty in themselves.  Those who pursue pure Beauty by denying themselves and earthly pleasures “will find the only thing that is worth longing for, and, having come close to beauty, will become beautiful [themselves].  Through his participation in the true light, [they] will be in a state of brightness and illumination.”
  A person’s true beauty then is found not in the external proportions of their physical features but found in the virtuous heart submitted to God.  Gregory intertwines the beautiful with the good so that what is beautiful is characterized by the virtues endemic to wise living.  

 
Visible Beauty, according to Gregory, exists in miniscule form as part of the created world in comparison to pure Beauty or God himself.  Visible beauty receives its form and existence from invisible Beauty yet is obscured by the material.  Gregory notes the appeal of visible beauty to the five senses, particularly the harmonious use of multiple colors.  He admits however that most people never move beyond the sensual to pursue the Beautiful, including those with a trained mind, because of the filth of sin that covers humanity.  Gregory contends that people can glimpse pure Beauty only by the power of the Holy Spirit who enables them to ascend toward the Beautiful following perfect Beauty, namely Jesus Christ.  In turn, the person who submits to God will become beautiful through virtuous living.

A Comparative Analysis of Augustine’s and Gregory of Nyssa’s Theology of Beauty


Augustine and Gregory share many points of continuity while their points of dissimilarity are in degree rather than in opposition.  Both theologians share a common metaphysic for conceiving reality that results in similar conceptions of beauty, which hinge on God’s gracious action in Christ in order to restore beauty to his creation.  They differ only in degree regarding objective and subjective beauty and incarnate Beauty’s redemptive purpose.

Points of Continuity


Augustine and Gregory recognize that beauty has two forms that exist simultaneously—the visible or corporeal and the invisible or incorporeal.  Corporeal beauty receives its being from incorporeal Beauty as well as its form and content.  These physical manifestations then serve as pointers, pathways, or signs of the incorporeal.  Both contend however that corporeal beauty can be dangerous because of its ability to captivate human desires.  Human desires and passions are not evil per se.  In fact, humanity’s subjective appropriation of beauty comes through the senses in accordance with desire.  The problem humanity incurs is from its response to those desires because of a sinful fallen nature.  Fallen humanity’s desire to possess, manipulate, and own the beautiful, even incorporeal Beauty, is an attempt to satisfy personal desires, which is why knowledge of incorporeal Beauty comes by gracious revelation through faith and not by human reason or ability.  Both acknowledge the dangers of corporeal beauty and offer the same solution, the incorporeal becoming corporeal, yet with different emphases, as the next section shows.

Augustine and Gregory also depict a relational component of beauty whereby a person who participates in the Beautiful by faith becomes beautiful.  With respect to corporeal beauty, humanity relates to the corporeal through the senses yet the purpose of corporeal beauty is to direct the person to incorporeal Beauty.  In terms of incorporeal Beauty, humanity participates in the incorporeal by faith and imitation.  Faith in Christ leads to living a virtuous life in the power of the Holy Spirit that imitates Christ’s perfect life and sacrifice.  Participation then in the Beautiful by faithful imitation of Christ in the power of the Holy Spirit, Gregory and Augustine contend, results in the believer becoming beautiful.

Points of Dissimilarity


Although both Augustine and Gregory acknowledge God’s gracious act in Christ to be pure Beauty, Augustine focuses more on Christ’s redemptive work on the cross while Gregory emphasizes Christ’s perfect example, both his moral life and perfect sacrifice.  This does not suggest that Augustine thinks Christ’s work is imperfect or that Gregory believes all Christ accomplished on the cross was a good moral example.  Rather, Augustine seems to be more concerned about humanity’s depravity whereby incorporeal Beauty functions to reformare the deformius by inspiring one’s faith, hope, and love in Christ.  On the other hand, Gregory seems to be more concerned about the grandeur of invisible Beauty as the quintessential reference point for all visible beauty whereby the Holy Spirit empowers the believer to imitate Christ and live a virtuous life.  These seemingly disparate viewpoints regarding incarnate Beauty should not be seen in opposition but as complementary viewpoints birthed from particular situations articulated to address specific points that find harmony with Scripture.


The other significant point of dissimilarity is Augustine’s emphasis on corporeal beauty’s objectivity and Gregory’s emphasis on corporeal beauty’s subjectivity.  Both would agree that corporeal beauty receives its objectivity from the incorporeal, yet Augustine goes further by detailing what that objectivity entails.  This level of detail allows Augustine to nuance beauty into varying levels or degrees of the beautiful.  Gregory, on the other hand, simply acknowledges beauty’s objectivity without speculating on the particulars and turns immediately to the subjective appropriation of visible beauty through the five senses.  Gregory’s emphasis on the subjective seems in part due to his minimalist understanding of visible beauty in relationship to the grandeur of God.  Both nevertheless agree that corporeal beauty can be dangerous not because of its inherent objectivity but because of the effects of sin on the subjective appropriation of visible beauty’s objectivity.  An object is pleasing then because it is beautiful rather than being beautiful because it pleases, yet the appropriation of the beautiful comes through the five senses, which appeals to a person’s desire.  Augustine and Gregory acknowledge both an objectivity and subjectivity to corporeal beauty but in varying degrees. 

Beauty in Concert with Truth and Goodness

Enlightenment and modernist thinking would have us separate the objective, subjective, and relational components of beauty as well as the true, the good, and the beautiful in order to champion an apparent unbiased reason inherent within the subject that can attain universal truths through a neutral investigation of the material.  Postmodernity continues the Enlightenment project and critiques the Enlightenment’s turn to the neutral subject by contending for a perspectival epistemology rather than a foundational one, which when left unchecked leads to relativism and skepticism.  Beauty in this context not only relegates beauty to “the eye of the beholder” but also considers beauty as an ethical imposition upon even the most perverse situations as an escape from the pains of reality.
  From a Christian perspective, beauty set along a biblical trajectory in light of the early Christian tradition finds itself in concert with truth and goodness and when separated disparages Christian worship, wisdom, and witness.

At times, beauty may be perceived as an abstract notion characterized by and confined to generalities.  A Christian notion of beauty however begins with revelation in a concrete and particular reality as One who came “without form or comeliness” (Is. 53) to transform the ugly (Phil. 2:1-18) and is determinative for all truth, goodness, and beauty.  From this perspective and in light of Augustine’s and Gregory’s thoughts, beauty possesses an objective reality that not only appeals to the subjective senses but also arrests the attention of a person whereby he or she is drawn by the power of the Holy Spirit (Jn. 6:41-58; 12:27-50) to the One who became deformius on our behalf.  


But how can incarnate Beauty be beautiful if he has become ugly?  Does this suggest some sort of equivocation regarding the meaning of beauty?  There is no equivocation when we understand first that the cruelties of the cross, the suffering, the pain, and the agony of Christ’s death are not beautiful.  To incorporate such a notion after Auschwitz is despicable and marginalizes the millions who suffer today.
  What then is beautiful about incarnate Beauty’s suffering on the cross?  Recall what Augustine says in accordance with Scripture about why Christ came, “When we hear that he suffered for us, what do we love?  Love is loved.  He loved us, that we might in turn love Him; and that we might return His love, He has given us His Spirit.”
  Augustine’s response to his own question has at least two significant implications.  First, what is beautiful about incarnate Beauty’s suffering on the cross is not the cruel cross but the act of love revealed through his suffering.  Christ, sent by the Father, went willingly to the cross so that we might have life.  Incarnate Beauty’s act of supreme humility, love, and self-sacrifice is beautiful and is akin to the kind of character Gregory calls us to imitate.  Second, the act of love revealed through incarnate Beauty’s suffering is for our good.  Christ on “the cross [then] is beautiful, not because of some numeric ratio that obtains between the beam and crossbar, but because it irradiates the splendid form of God’s self-giving love.”
  

What however hinders us from loving God and humanity as God intends?  Augustine and Gregory make this point abundantly clear—our sinful nature.  Our sinful nature keeps us from comprehending divine Beauty and seeing corporeal beauty’s purpose.  Life without the Beautiful is an ugly reality full of lies, deceit, and deception, which is why Augustine and Gregory exhort us concerning the dangers associated with visible beauty.  Life however in relationship with the Beautiful through faith, as Augustine and Gregory contend, is a reality full of truth, meaning, and purpose (Jn. 10:1-18).  It is a virtuous life that imitates, by the power of the Holy Spirit, Christ’s perfect life.  God’s initiative then to bring ugly humanity from non-existence back to existence through faith in incarnate Beauty suggests what is beautiful and good must also be true.

A provisional understanding of beauty then based on the analysis of Augustine and Gregory along a biblical trajectory reveals an objective core that compels us to participate in the beautiful and is appropriated subjectively by being properly related through faith.  The objective center, incarnate Beauty, defines in a concrete and particular way what is authentically beautiful by his being in action into which all of reality must fit.  Beauty is thus “a concordance and fittingness of a thing to itself and of all its individual parts to themselves and to each other and to the whole, and of that whole to all things.”
  This objective reality then arrests our attention and compels us to faithful action by participating in the Beautiful (i.e. what God is doing in Christ) so that we too might become beautiful (i.e. holy).  Our participation then in the Beautiful comes by God’s gift of faith, which manifests itself in a variety of forms (e.g. worship, service, prayer, love, proclamation, imitation, etc.) and enables us to see how we fit into God’s redemptive-historical plan so that we might live wisely in this world.


Beauty therefore, in concert with truth and goodness, seen through the One who is beauty, truth, and goodness, reveals an intertwined and interpenetrating triad that should not be compartmentalized.  To separate beauty, truth, and goodness results in distortion and misunderstanding not only of the triad but also of Christ himself.  To see the act of Christ on the cross as merely beautiful is to turn towards sentimentality.  To see the act of Christ on the cross as merely good is to understand Christ as a good moral example incapable of transforming humanity.  To see the act of Christ on the cross as merely true is to reduce Christ to a brute unattractive historical fact that has no relevance for our lives.  To keep beauty, truth, and goodness together however lifts up Christ’s act of love on the cross in order to draw humanity to himself so that they may live a virtuous life full of meaning.  Beauty understood then in concert with truth and goodness works to glorify and make God known yet when separated from them disparages Christian worship, wisdom, and witness.

Beauty and the Baptists: The Significance for Recovering a Theology of Beauty


As alluded to in the introductory paragraphs, when beauty is disentangled from truth and goodness, it is relegated to the ornamental and the innocuous pleasant, signifying the beautiful as an escape from the pain of reality.  Beauty’s meaning then becomes whatever the “beholder” wants the term to mean thereby losing its objective component and its ability to convey meaning beyond the realm of personal taste.  For these reasons, among others, Baptists
 typically shy away from the rhetoric of beauty.
  Baptists tend to focus on truth and goodness to the demise of beauty similar to what John Stackhouse notes about evangelicals, “Evangelicals already prize truth and goodness.  Our tradition emphasizes honesty and charity.  We practice doctrinal fidelity, straightforward evangelism, and plainspoken preaching.  . . . But why? . . . Many of us lack even an adequate vocabulary by which to make beauty part of our shared life.”
  Such reservations continue to manifest themselves at the heart of Baptist life—the ordinances, Scripture, and missions.  Recovering a theology of beauty then along a biblical trajectory in light of early Christian teaching by Augustine and Gregory can restore a vitality and attractiveness to the Baptist faith.


 Malcolm Yarnell, in a recent published sermon entitled, “The Heart of a Baptist,” contends that the Christocentric heart of a Baptist and its four chambers—evangelism, discipleship, baptism, and Scripture—are experiencing trauma and stroke like symptoms.
  Of the four chambers, he identifies baptism as the beginning Baptist distinctive and rightly connects it to ecclesiology.  A trauma that he does not identify that threatens the ordinances, and hence ecclesiology, seems to be a latent dichotomy between the spiritual and the material—mental assent and tangible action.  In other words, the spiritual has no relationship to the physical.
  Our participation then in the ordinances should not remain in our minds, centered on a sentimental recollection of an historical event, whether Christ’s death and resurrection or our personal experience of faith, but rather should bring forth action in accordance with the character of those historical events.
  This inaction is also attested to by the lack of church discipline among Baptist congregations, and when participation in the ordinances is understood as an individual experience juxtaposed against a corporate experience.
  When the ordinances function then only to give further testimony to one’s personal faith, serve as an addendum to a worship service, or as a trivial entrance requirement and formalistic right of practice, the truth of Christ’s death and resurrection is championed at the expense of beauty and goodness.

How then can beauty, in concert with truth and goodness, serve as a corrective to these truncated views of the ordinances?  The tangible nature of the ordinances not only appeals to our senses but also points us to incarnate Beauty, who in an act of love became ugly so that we might become beautiful.  By faith
 then, through the power of the Holy Spirit, we participate in incarnate Beauty when we are baptized and partake of the Lord’s Supper.  Our participation in water baptism marks us with the visible body of Christ, witnesses to our spiritual incorporation into the invisible body of Christ, and exhorts us to faithful action after the likeness of Christ.  Our participation in the Lord’s Supper brings us into the presence of Christ where we commune both with Christ and fellow believers by which we are blessed to be a blessing to others.  Mere contemplation of the ordinances is not the final state for Christians.

On the contrary, Christian contemplation is a stimulus to something further.  The value of a person’s contemplation of God’s self-revealing approach in love is always measured by whether it bears fruit in an existence that is an appropriately active response to that revelation.  Such responses are characterized by obedient service of God in lives lived (and often also deaths undergone) for the sake of truth, goodness, and love; for the sake of the Church, and thus for the sake of the whole created order . . . . Contemplation flows into action.
  

The ordinances then should not only serve as mental reminders of some sentimental historical event, whether Christ’s death and resurrection or our personal experience of faith.  They are also tangible aesthetic experiences, the visible Word, that bring us into communion with Christ and his church by faith, which result in Christ-like actions and draw us into worship of almighty God through the power of the Holy Spirit.


Baptists rightly champion the supreme authority of Scripture and understand the nature of Scripture to be true, inerrant, and infallible.
  Some Baptists unfortunately presume a modernist hermeneutic with these claims, reducing Scripture to mere formal propositions as the means for revealing God’s truth.  This view presupposes Scripture to be logical and rationalistic and thus contains “data,” which can be marshaled together to formulate a systematic theology.  The theology produced from this approach usually results in formalism that leaves doctrine disconnected from life.  Theology then becomes a body of propositional knowledge to be communicated rather than lived, which seems to champion truth at the expense of beauty and goodness.


What does beauty, in concert with truth and goodness, have to say regarding Scripture?  One way of seeing Scripture in this manner is to understand the role genre plays in communicating the meaning of a text rather than reducing Scripture to a set of propositions.
  Scripture understood as divine discourse means that God speaks through the Scriptures by using propositions in a variety of ways to convey truth.
  This does not imply that propositions are jettisoned altogether, but rather God’s speaking through the Scriptures is more than propositional.  Beauty, in concert with truth and goodness, is seen not only in the variety of rich literary forms but also in the harmonious message that these literary forms convey.  Understanding Scripture in this manner, as divine discourse, changes the nature of doctrine from cognitive to sapiential where God’s speaking in Scripture becomes directive for wise living so that we may participate “fittingly” in what God is doing in Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit.


Baptists are known as a missional people who have a burden to share the Gospel with people from every tribe and nation.  Baptists have sent missionaries around the globe to engage the cultures of the world with the Gospel.  In the United States, however, evangelism seems to consist of communicating a set of propositional truths to which we must accent before praying “the sinner’s prayer.”  In an increasingly pluralistic society, why believe the Gospel’s truth claims over any other religion’s truth claims?  When the truth of the Gospel is disconnected from beauty and goodness, the Gospel becomes a formal presentation of facts that has no persuasive power and is listed with all the other religions to be “tolerated.”
  


How does beauty, in concert with truth and goodness, change the nature of missions and evangelism, particularly in America?  The aforementioned approach to evangelism in America—distilled evangelism—cheapens the Gospel because the Gospel is more than a set of semantic spiritual laws.
  The Gospel is a way of living no matter the cost.  Incorporeal Beauty spared no expense to become incarnate Beauty on our behalf in order to transform our ugliness back into loveliness.  Our faith in incarnate Beauty through the power of the Holy Spirit changes our reality from non-existence to existence.  If this change is real, then our lives will bear the fruit of wise living.  How do we engage a pluralistic world with this new reality?  Our witness must be authentic—authentic about our message and authentic about our lives.  An unauthentic rendering of the Gospel separates the triad of beauty, truth, and goodness.  A “beauty-only” Gospel is sentimental. A “truth-only” Gospel is pedantic.  A “moralistic-only” Gospel is relative.  When people see however that our lives have internalized what we believe, a compelling portrait of the Gospel is revealed. 

Conclusion

With respect to theological aesthetics, beauty and the vision of God or God’s glory are prominent themes of the early church.  A comparative analysis of Augustine’s and Gregory’s understanding of beauty, in accordance with the Scriptures, reveals an objective core that compels us to act and is appropriated subjectively by being properly related through faith.  Beauty however cannot be isolated from the intertwined triad of beauty, truth, and goodness. When the triad of beauty, goodness, and truth is separated, a distorted picture emerges, which is evidenced by contemporary views of beauty, truth, and goodness.  Thus, “those who lack aesthetic sensibilities risk being tone-deaf to God’s Word and color-blind to God’s glory.  The fool says in his heart, ‘There is no beauty’, and thus refuses to see the fittingness of the gospel.  Things fall apart; wisdom is no more. Where the capacity to see and appreciate beauty is absent, the true and the good lack compellingness.”
  The question is, will beauty among Baptists become the beast or will beauty be becoming of Baptists?
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