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EDITORIAL 

 

Beauty, God’s Signature 

 

Our theme in this number is beauty, and, as may be seen from the 

diversity of our articles, the theme reaches into many areas of life and 

faith. Like the other classical values of goodness and truth defined by 

Aristotle, today beauty cannot be assumed to have a universally 

recognized definition or meaning. The nineteenth century novelist who 

said “beauty is in the eye of the beholder” announced a challenge to the 

notion of a fixed standard, usually based on the definition of Aristotle. It 

is part of the postmodern experience to recognize that what one person 

finds disagreeable or even repulsive may be viewed by another as 

beautiful. Think of the different taste in worship implied in the contrast 

between a twangy country-and-western voice at the Cowboy Church and 

the carefully shaped anthem presented at a mainline church.  

Despite the challenge of speaking of beauty today, our authors 

have provided intriguing, thoughtful, and sometimes passionate accounts 

of its presence in varied aspects of the life of faith. The lead article by 

Paul Miller may introduce many of our readers to American colonial 

theologian Jonathan Edwards. Miller does a great service in taking us to 

what is at the heart of Edwards’s theology—his conception that all 

earthly beauty derives from the beauty of God. For her part, Judith 

Newman, professor of Old Testament/Hebrew Bible at Emmanuel 

College, discusses the beauty of language in the poetry of the Bible. She 

departs from the Aristotelian definition, agreeing with the statement of a 

contemporary writer that “beauty is the persuasive power of God’s truth 

and goodness.” 

Paul Wilson, professor of homiletics at Emmanuel and a 

colleague of Newman’s, pursued his doctoral studies in English literature 

and draws on the English Romantic poets to make an informative 

connection between beauty and preaching. Their break with classical 

definitions of beauty offers perspective on the move from the Old to the 

New Homiletic in preaching style over the last half-century. There is 

beauty in music, of course, and Christina Gabriola addresses its presence, 

especially in music dedicated to the praise of God; she avers that 

“sensory beauty is not an end in itself, but indeed a signifier and mediator 

of God’s beauty.”     

There is beauty also in the lives of faithful disciples, and Pauline 

Lally, a member of the Sisters of Providence, describes the beauty of 

social engagement, largely through reference to the life and ministry of 

Dorothy Day, who lived the core of her faith through urban activism. In 

the last of our articles, Gesa Thiessen, a Lutheran pastor and university 

lecturer in Dublin, offers an overview on the ways in which faith, beauty, 
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and the arts relate to one another. She argues that art “has the capacity to 

expand our sense of truth and our understanding of theological issues.”  

Ross Carson, a recently retired minister and friend of Touchstone, 

reflects on the significance of Holy Communion in our “From the Heart” 

column. Beginning with the historic teaching of Zwingli and Luther, he 

describes the way he has come to find the “real presence” of Christ not 

only in the sacrament but also in encounters beyond the liturgy of the 

church. The experience of the presence of Christ in such an expanded 

way is a work that “God alone can do.”     

Our profile is of Winnifred Thomas, an early and effective 

female leader in the young United Church. She was the key figure in the 

creation and spread of Canadian Girls in Training (CGIT), a non-

denominational program for girls, grade seven and up, that influenced 

many teenage girls in The United Church of Canada and beyond. This 

portrait by William Haughton shows us a dedicated and resourceful 

leader who also bumped her head on the glass ceiling of the church of the 

day. The number concludes with our book reviews.  

 

Before sitting down to write this editorial, I went for a morning 

walk along our rural and well wooded road. All along the way, the 

humble beauty of wild asters accompanied me. This accounts for the 

choice of our cover art. The purple blooms of the asters also reminded me 

of Robinson Jeffers’ poem, “The Excesses of God”: 

 

Is it not by his high superfluousness we know 

Our God? For to be equal a need 

Is natural, animal, mineral: but to fling 

Rainbows over the rain 

And beauty above the moon, and secret rainbows 

On the domes of deep sea-shells, 

And make the necessary embrace of breeding 

Beautiful also as fire, 

Not even the weeds to multiply without blossom 

Nor the birds without music: 

There is the great humaneness at the heart of things, 

The extravagant kindness, the fountain 

Humanity can understand, and would flow likewise 

If power and desire were perch-mates. 

 

In another poem, Jeffers perceives God’s work in the world in a 

darker vein, more in the spirit of Second Isaiah’s “I make weal and I 
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make woe.” Behind the poet’s lines is his awareness of how great the 

losses in this life can be; he seems to view God as indifferent to them—

until we hear his wonder in the expressive conclusion:   

  

There is this infinite energy, the power of God forever working— 

    toward what purpose?—toward none. 

This is God’s will; he works, he grows and changes, he has no object. 

No more than a great sculptor who has found a ledge of fine marble, 

   and lives beside it, and carves great images, 

And casts them down. That is God’s will: to make great things and 

    destroy them, and make great things 

and destroy them again. With war and plague and horror, and the 

   diseases of trees and the corruptions of stone 

He destroys all that stands. But look how beautiful— 

Look how beautiful are all the things that He does. His signature 

Is the beauty of things.   

 

Several friends of ours were gathered recently, and the spirit of 

some of our discussion was the woefulness of our world at present: 

unchecked climate change, the slaughter in Syria, the preference of 

citizens for bully-boy leaders, the reality of an unending flood of 

migrants, the casualty of truth in the public sphere, etc. To be sure, these 

phenomena named constitute momentous challenges, and summon us to 

continued prayer and action. But one of our number pointed to Jeffers’ 

poems, and invited us to think about how beauty still abounds in human 

experience—on a nature walk, in urban architecture, in music, in 

painting, in literature, in loving relationships, in celebrations of service 

and achievement. And, as Dominique Lapierre reported in his 1985 book, 

The City of Joy, even the most disadvantaged rejoice in the beauty of the 

world that God has given us.  

 

On a closing note, I am happy to report that along our autumnal 

road Monarch butterflies seem to be flourishing among the asters and 

milkweed.   

      

 

Peter Wyatt



 
 

 

JONATHAN EDWARDS AND THE BEAUTY OF GOD 

by Paul Miller 

 

A Theological Vision 
 

The pit is prepared, the fire is now hot, ready to receive them, 

the flames do now rage and glow . . . Therefore, let every one 

that is out of Christ now awake and fly from the wrath to come.  

 

If people today know any of the writings of Jonathan Edwards (1703-

1758), it is likely the sermon from which these words are taken, “Sinners 

in the Hands of an Angry God.” This is a great pity, because Edwards 

was much more than a preacher of divine judgment. He was one of the 

great intellects of his age, “a teacher, pastor, revivalist, missionary, and 

college president” and “colonial America’s greatest theologian and 

philosopher.”
1
 In his vast output of writing and preaching, Edwards cast a 

comprehensive theological vision of God, the cosmos, and our place in 

it—a vision permeated by the great themes of love, grace, mercy, wonder 

and joy. This paper will explore one key aspect of Edwards’ theology, the 

concept of beauty.  

Like most pre-twentieth century thinkers, Edwards thought of 

beauty as an objective quality, not simply a subjective experience.
2
 He 

would have agreed with Augustine that things are not beautiful merely 

because they delight us. They delight us because they are beautiful.
3
 We 

could describe Edwards’ approach as broadly “classical” in the sense that 

he believed beauty consists in harmony, symmetry, and proportion.
4
 A 

relation of equality and proportion is inherently “more beautiful than one 

of inequality or disproportion,” he wrote, and “disproportion or 

inconsistency is contrary to being.”
5
 Like Plato, Edwards would have 

said that the secondary beauty of created things is a pale reflection of the 

higher beauty of the divine; and that our experience of beauty is rooted in 

a longing for union with God who is the perfection of beauty.  

                                                 
1
 A Jonathan Edwards Reader, ed. John E. Smith, Harry S. Stout and Kenneth P. 

Minkema (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1995), vii.  
2
 Roland Andre Delattre, Beauty and Sensibility in the Thought of Jonathan 

Edwards: An Essay in Aesthetics and Theological Ethics (New Haven and 

London: Yale University Press, 1968), 22.  
3
  “Beauty,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, accessed at 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/beauty/2.  
4
 “The Mind,” in A Jonathan Edwards Reader, 76.   

5
 Ibid., 26. 
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Beauty as Divine 

To understand Edwards’ treatment of beauty, though, we need to see his 

vision as profoundly theological, not simply philosophical. A Calvinist 

through and through, his theology was permeated by the notion of the 

sovereignty of God. Everything starts with the conviction that “[t]he 

eternally loving God as revealed in Scripture created and ruled 

everything in the universe.”
6
 Furthermore, the God who rules over the 

heavens and the earth “must be ineffably good, beautiful, and loving 

beyond human comprehension.”
7
 Heaven, the dwelling place of God, is 

where “everything is beauteous to behold, and amiable and excellent in 

itself.”
8
 The created beauty in which Edwards took such delight has its 

source in, and is a sign pointing to, the glorious beauty of God. 

One of Edwards’ earliest published works was a short meditation 

on the ways of the spider, demonstrating that the “wisdom of the Creator 

shines” even in the lowliest of creatures.
9
 Lower things are signs pointing 

beyond themselves to higher spiritual realities: “the things of the world 

are ordered [and] designed to shadow forth spiritual things”
10

 These 

higher realities, because they testify to the glory of God, are beautiful by 

definition. 

 

Beauty as Relational 

Is beauty an objective quality or a subjective experience? Edwards did 

not see it as either/or. The essence of beauty, he argued, is not found 

exclusively in the object or the subject, but in the relation between the 

two. A key term for Edwards was “excellency,” which functions as a 

virtual synonym for beauty. “Excellency” consists “in right relationships 

to the whole picture, ultimately to the whole of being.” All being is 

grounded, in turn, in Being itself, which is God.
11

 Furthermore, “[all] 

beauty consists in similarities, or identity of relation.”
12

 Amy Plantinga 

Pauw attributes to Edwards a “relational ontology.”
13

 

                                                 
6
 George M. Marsden, Jonathan Edwards: A Life (New Haven and London: Yale 

University Press, 2003), 4.  
7
 Ibid., 43.  

8
 Jonathan Edwards, “Heaven–A World of Love,” accessed at 

http://www.biblebb.com/files/edwards/charity16.htm. 
9
 “The Spider Letter,” in A Jonathan Edwards Reader, 8. 

10
 “Images of Divine Things” in A Jonathan Edwards Reader, 16. 

11
 Ibid., 78. 

12
 Ibid., 24. 

13
 Amy Plantinga Pauw, “The Supreme Harmony of All”: The Trinitarian 

Theology of Jonathan Edwards (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 80-89. 
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Beauty as Trinitarian 

The idea of beauty as harmonious relations was a feature of classical 

Renaissance aesthetics, in which geometric symmetry and mathematical 

proportion are said to evoke a pleasing response from the beholder.
14

 

When Edwards talks of relations, however, he means the relationship 

among rational, spiritual beings. God is not an impersonal force or an 

ideal form, but a living person. Created reality exists because it is 

conceived in the mind of God, owing its continued existence to that 

relationship—“a manifestation of the perfect pattern in the divine 

mind.”
15

  

True beauty originates in what Edwards calls “consent.” “The 

highest excellency,” he writes, “must be the consent of spirits one to 

another.”
16

 Another word for this spiritual consent is love.
17

 “[S]o much 

of the beauty and excellency of spirits consists in love . . . The more any 

doctrine or institution brings to light the spiritual world, the more it will 

urge to love and charity.”
18

 Beauty, according to Edwards, is the 

consequence of consensual and harmonious relations. 

The fundamental Christian conviction that God is love led 

Edwards to explore more deeply than many Reformed theologians of his 

time the theology of the Trinity. Many Reformed theologians of the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries interpreted the biblical affirmation 

that “God is love” (1 John 4:8) as a testimony to God’s oneness. In turn, 

they grounded the unity of God in a concept of divine simplicity. 

According to Amy Plantinga Pauw, divine simplicity never played a 

prominent role in Edwards’ theology. The nature of God as love led him 

in a different direction, towards the dynamic concept of divine 

relationality that forms the basis of the doctrine of God as a Trinity.
19

 

Edwards’ orthodoxy required that he affirm that God is one, but, 

according to Pauw, he “developed an alternative conception of divine 

oneness that revolved around the notions of excellency, harmony and 

consent” rather than abstract simplicity.
20

 Echoing the Church Fathers 

and anticipating the twentieth century, Edwards argued that the Being of 

                                                 
14

 “Beauty,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 6.  
15

 Marsden, A Life, 76. 
16

 Ibid., 27. 
17

 “The highest consent . . . is love.” Louis J. Mitchell, Jonathan Edwards on the 

Experience of Beauty (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2003), 6.   
18

 Ibid., 28. 
19

 Pauw, “The Supreme Harmony of All,” 69ff.  
20

 Ibid., 69.  
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God consists in the interrelatedness of the persons of the Trinity. “God’s 

being is a ‘being for,’”
21

 essentially and eternally a community of love.  

“That . . . God is love shews that there are more persons than one in the 

deity, for it shews love to be essential and necessary to the deity so that 

His nature consists in it . . .”
22

 

Being the perfection of love, God expresses that love by creating 

other beings with whom God can be in relation. The universe is 

“essentially intended for the communication of God’s love, beauty and 

happiness to his creatures,”
23

 particularly rational, spiritual beings like us. 

Because God is “the foundation and fountain of all being and beauty,”
24

 

the material world is “the overflow of God’s excellency or beauty.”
25

   

 

Beauty as Redemptive 

The Christian belief in one God who rules over all things can stir up 

some thorny moral and theological issues. If the world is the handiwork 

of a God of perfect love, truth, and beauty; and if human beings are 

created to live in a relationship of mutual consent with that God; how 

then to account for sin and evil? This problem has vexed Christian 

theology from the beginning, especially along the Paul-Augustine-

Luther-Calvin axis where Edwards finds his home. 

Edwards had the Puritan’s sharp sensibility that the gospel must 

be practised as well as preached. The beauty of theological principles is 

not an abstract elegance to be admired, but a saving message to be 

appropriated and lived. 

The union of human and divine in Christ has restored the 

capacity of sinful humans to live in harmonious consent with God and 

with one another. We see this in a sermon entitled “The Excellency of 

Christ” (1724.)
26

 Remembering that “excellency” and “beauty” are 

virtual synonyms, Edwards explores the “admirable conjunction of 

excellencies” that come together in Christ. In a wondrous divine paradox, 

opposites are perfectly united in Jesus. These include “infinite highness 

                                                 
21

 Pauw, “The Supreme Harmony of All,” 73. 
22

 Edwards, Discourse on the Trinity, quoted in Pauw, 76. 
23

 Marsden, A Life, 77. 
24

 “The Nature of True Virtue,” in Smith et al, A Jonathan Edwards Reader, 253. 
25

 Mitchell, 13. Delattre describes the beauty of God in Edwards’s thought as the 

“effulgence and propensity to self-communication.” Beauty and Sensibility, 

24.  
26

 “The Excellency of Christ,” Part One A. 

www.ccel.org/ccel/edwards/sermons.excellency.html . 
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and infinite condescension,” “infinite justice and infinite grace,” “infinite 

glory and lowest humility,” “infinite majesty and transcendent 

meekness,” “deepest reverence towards God and equality with God,” 

“infinite worthiness of good and the greatest patience under sufferings of 

evil,” “exceeding spirit of obedience, with supreme dominion over 

heaven and earth,” “absolute sovereignty and perfect resignation,” and 

“self-sufficiency and an entire trust and reliance on God.” 

The excellency of Christ’s work unites the power to save (which 

belongs to God alone) with empathy and compassion for human sin and 

weakness. By faith, we have access to “a more glorious union and 

enjoyment of God the Father, than otherwise could be.” The perfect 

“consent of spirits” between God and humanity found in Jesus Christ is 

the highest possible expression of beauty.  

  Calvinists are often portrayed as obsessed with human depravity. 

While acknowledging the depth of human sin, Edwards’s main theme 

nevertheless was the glory of God’s reconciling love. According to Amy 

Plantinga Pauw, “[r]edemption is not God’s response to a creation gone 

wrong. It is rather the culmination of God’s desire for union with 

creatures that was the divine aim in creating them in the first place.”
27

  

Undergirding Edwards’ christology and soteriology is the principle that 

“[t]he ultimate end of creation is ‘God’s glorifying his love and 

communicating his goodness.’”
28

  

This helps to put writings like “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry 

God” in a proper context. Edwards believed that God is perfect love and 

that to reject that love is to be plunged into an eternal separation. He was 

convinced that his greatest pastoral obligation was to urge sinners to flee 

from the ugly gloom of alienation to the beautiful light of reconciliation.   

 

Beauty as Lived and Experienced 

Jonathan Edwards explored beauty not in the interests of philosophical 

speculation but of holy living. The Christian’s task was not only to 

believe in the beautiful gospel but to allow that gospel to fashion a 

beautiful life permeated by the excellency of Christ. In his treatise “The 

Nature of True Virtue,” Edwards looks at “the beauty whose qualities and 

acts of the mind are of a moral nature.”
29

 Merely aesthetic beauty—the 

beauty of a rainbow, for instance—is not virtuous. Virtue relates to beings 

                                                 
27

 Pauw, The Supreme Harmony of All, 127-128.  
28

 Ibid., 130, quoting Edwards, Miscellanies, no. 702.  
29

 “The Nature of True Virtue” in A Jonathan Edwards Reader, 244. 
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“that have perception and will.” Virtue is “the beauty of the qualities and 

exercises of the heart, or those actions that proceed from them.”
30

 

Edwards defines true virtue as “benevolence to Being in general 

. . . immediately exercised in a general good will.” It is related to 

“general” as opposed to “particular” beauty which is not limited to a 

specific object or instance but is “that by which a thing appears beautiful 

when viewed most perfectly, comprehensively and universally, with 

regard to all its tendencies, and its connections with everything it stands 

related to.”
31

 

Virtue “most essentially consists in love”—not love of a 

particular being, but love of Being in general.
32

 It is not love of an object 

because of its beauty, or love of beauty itself, but love of a being for its 

own sake. Virtue is not love as the private bond with those closest, 

accompanied by rejection or neglect of others, but a spirit of benevolence 

to things and persons in themselves. The love of the particular has to 

emerge from love in General, that is, love grounded in love of God, the 

“Being of beings,” the Being most excellent and beautiful, “the 

foundation and fountain of all being and all beauty.”
33

 Individual virtuous 

acts are the consequence of seeking first the glory of God and being 

rightly related to the one who is perfect goodness and love. 
34

 

As the moral life is beautiful because it is grounded in the 

supreme excellency of God, so it is with religious experience. Edwards’ 

congregation in Northampton, Massachusetts, was Ground Zero for the 

First “Great Awakening”—a religious revival that swept through New 

England in 1740. While he was certain this was the work of God, 

Edwards learned from experience that not all manifestations of religious 

emotion are authentic or healthy. The excesses of the Awakening led him 

to ponder deeply the difference between genuine religious affections and 

mere emotionalism. His treatise on The Religious Affections, an extended 

exploration of the experiential side of faith, is a work of great pastoral 

insight that can still be read with profit today.  

Authentic affections are always grounded in “the 

transcendentally excellent and amiable nature of divine things as they are 

in themselves.”
35

 “[T]he affection of love is the foundation of all 

                                                 
30

 “The Nature of True Virtue,” 244.  
31

 Ibid., 245.  
32

 Ibid., 246. 
33

 Ibid., 252. 
34

 Ibid., 258. 
35

 Religious Affections, 165.  
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affections.”

36
 And the foundation of love of God is “the supreme 

loveliness of his nature . . .  infinite beauty, brightness and glory itself.”
37

  

The genuineness of these affections is not measured by their 

outward intensity or fervour, but by their grounding in the nature of God. 

True affection begins with a sense of God’s loveliness first, and only 

secondarily in the experience of God’s love for us.
38

 They give rise to a 

“sense of the heart” by which Edwards meant the capacity to perceive 

“the moral excellency of divine things.” They are marked by the 

symmetry and proportion that are the signs of God’s workmanship.
39

 This 

includes both a perception of the glory of divine beauty and the 

conviction of one’s own lost state apart from God. Through the Holy 

Spirit, believers are enabled to be “partakers of God’s beauty”—the 

divine beauty that attracts the soul to its Creator.  

 

How Beautiful 

What does Jonathan Edwards have to say to us today? There does not 

seem to be a clear path to immediate relevance.  For one thing, Edwards 

inhabited a pre-Darwinian world, which took for granted that “nature was 

perfect because in just seven days God had made nature perfect. Oceans 

and fish, predators and prey, all fit together like hands in a glove. And 

this perfectly tuned natural world was forever fixed and static because 

Jehovah’s unlimited powers had made it that way.”
40

 There is no turning 

the clock back to that time. Furthermore, agnosticism, atheism, and 

pluralism have put an end to the religious homogeneity of Edwards’ 

world, where everyone was assumed to be a Christian of one kind or 

another, and the only conflict was over which version of Christianity one 

followed. Today, the fear of eternal damnation is no longer an effective 

regulator of most people’s belief or behaviour, including many who call 

themselves Christians.  

So, does Edwards still speak today to anyone other than 

academics and unreconstructed Calvinists? In my view, one aspect of 

Edwards’ vision of the theological centrality of beauty resonates with our 

time. In stark contrast to the popular caricature of Calvinism, Edwards 

revelled in the beauty of the created world; but that secondary beauty led 

                                                 
36

 Religious Affections, 166 
37

 Ibid.  
38

 Ibid., 172. 
39

 Ibid., 292 
40

 Christopher Boehm, Moral Origins: The Evolution of Virtue, Altruism, and 

Shame (New York: Basic Books, 2012), 1.  
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him to the infinitely greater beauty of the gospel. This gospel is beautiful 

because it tells us of a God, who in the Saviour, is revealed as love, the 

greatest of all beauties.  

David Bentley Hart argues that beauty needs to be recovered as 

an essential theological category.
41

 Modernity and postmodernity, Hart 

says, have tended to portray Christianity as the antithesis rather than the 

essence of beauty. Nietzsche, for whom all relations are reduced to 

power, coercion, and violence, has cast a long shadow. Under his 

influence, Christianity has been interpreted through the hermeneutical 

lens of suspicion, and regarded as an ugly tool of Euro-centric dominance 

and oppression, colonialism and cultural genocide, misogyny, racism, 

homophobia, and a host of other wrongs. Hart argues that a healthy 

Christian vision requires a deep sense that we have been gifted with an 

“evangel of peace.” The gospel is inherently beautiful and the Christian 

mission is to graciously offer it to a hurting and hungry world.  

The failure of Christians throughout history to live according to 

the Christian message does not negate the divine peace and reconciliation 

offered in Christ. The gospel of peace is beautiful, and it cannot be 

imposed, but only received as free gift. “There is an overwhelming 

givenness in the beautiful, and it is discovered in astonishment, in an 

awareness of something fortuitous, adventitious, essentially 

indescribable; it is known only in a moment of response, from the 

position of one already addressed and able now only to reply.”
42

 

Christians live in the conviction that the beauty, truth, and goodness of 

the kingdom of God is ultimate reality, and we have access to that reality 

here and now. We only see it partially, imperfectly, through a glass 

darkly; but it is the vision that calls us forward in faith, hope, and love.  

Almost three hundred years ago, Jonathan Edwards cast a vision 

of the beauty of divine love radiating from the heart of God and 

permeating all creation. He invited Christians to see the signs of that 

vision around and within them, and to follow its light towards perfection. 

This, Edwards believed, is the only antidote to the brokenness and 

hopelessness of the human condition. It is this beautiful vision and the 

summons to share it that makes Jonathan Edwards well worth reading 

today.   

                                                 
41

 The Beauty of the Infinite: The Aesthetics of Christian Truth (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2003). 
42

 Ibid., 17.  



 

 

BEAUTY AND THE AESTHETICS OF POETRY IN THE BIBLE 

 by Judith H. Newman 

 

When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,  

  the moon and the stars that you have established: 

what are humans that you are mindful of them;  

  and mortals that you care for them? 

But you have made them a little less than gods,  

  and crowned them with honour and glory. Psalm 8: 4-5 

 

This meditation on the created order found in Psalm 8 is at once a paean 

to the glory of God’s work in creation, and a strong statement of 

theological anthropology. The psalmist looks up at the glorious night sky 

with its heavenly bodies and marvels at it with awe. How can the one 

who made such splendour in the night sky also recall and care for the 

earthbound human creatures? Moreover, human beings are given a 

distinctive role in the created order. This perspective on creation is shared 

by a familiar account from Genesis 1, in which human beings are made in 

the divine image, male and female, and the goodness of God’s glorious 

creation is rhythmically affirmed at the close of each new day. 

I would contend that these lines epitomize beauty in the Bible 

because they exhibit three characteristics fundamental to beauty as we 

encounter it through the artistry in Scripture. The first is aesthetic form: 

the psalm appears in the form of poetry. Hebrew poetry is a heightened 

rhetorical form whose purpose is to cause its audience to pause in order 

to savour its carefully crafted wording. The second is connected to this 

aspect of poetic prolongation, of suspension. Hebrew poetry, or any 

poetry actually, insists that we read slowly in order to appreciate it. 

Poetry does not yield its meaning immediately, but begs slow 

engagement. Poetry is not exhausted at first pass, but has an enduring 

value that rewards repeated engagement to experience fuller appreciation 

of its meaning. Finally, beauty, when understood from a religiously 

committed perspective, must also include some aspect of goodness and 

truth, a glimpse of the righteous and loving God known in part through 

Scripture. As Richard Harries summed it up in his book, Art and the 

Beauty of God, “Indeed, beauty is the persuasive power of God’s truth 

and goodness.”
1
  

In offering such criteria for identifying beauty, I am departing from 

the classical definition that has predominated from Greek antiquity to the 

present, which identifies beauty as a kind of symmetrical wholeness. In 

                                                 
1
 Richard Harries, Art and the Beauty of God: A Christian Understanding, 

(London: Mowbray, 1993), 11. 
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the words of Aristotle: “The chief forms of beauty are order and 

symmetry and definiteness, which the mathematical sciences demonstrate 

in a special degree.”
2
 In the classical conception, beauty inherent in 

physical objects is manifest through their proper proportionality, 

sometimes characterized in mathematical terms as the Golden Mean. 

Philosophers have often sought to define beauty in abstract terms, as 

something universally apprehensible.
3
 I would suggest that for Christians 

the way in which beauty manifests itself in the Bible is rooted in 

particularity. Just as the beautiful, revelatory event of the Incarnation 

took place in a particular place and time and culture, a vulnerable infant 

born in a crude stable in a small town in first century Judea, so too, the 

Scriptures we have received are rooted in particularities in which 

meaning cannot be wholly separated from their cultural context. Thus 

there is no abstracting universal truths from specific contexts, for 

example, as Rudolf Bultmann attempted to do in his demythologization 

project by distilling a universal “essence” from the Bible.
4
 Moreover, 

Bultmann denied entirely the role of the beautiful as an integral part of 

the Christian project. In discussing the aesthetics of creation, David 

Bentley Hart has rightly criticized Bultmann on these grounds, in that he 

relies on an abstracted interiority that Hart likens to gnosticism, a denial 

of the value of the material world:  

 

[H]is theology brings the entire weight of faith to rest upon a 

transcendental interiority by annihilating all aesthetic continuity 

between God and creation, so necessarily terminates in a 

gnosticism that extracts from the mire of created contingency a 

purely spiritual, formless, inward, and unutterable wisdom, 

disabused of all illusion.
5
  

 

Bultmann continues to be influential even in the twenty-first 

century, but such a tendency to abstract symbolic meaning from Scripture 

                                                 
2
 Metaphysics, vol. 2 of The Complete Works of Aristotle: The Revised Oxford 

Translation, (Bollingen Series LXXI-2), ed. Jonathan Barnes (Princeton, 

NJ: Princeton University Press, 1984), 1705 [1078a36]). 
3
 For this perspective, I draw on the overview found in the Stanford Dictionary 

of Philosophy, https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/beauty/. 
4
 As most extensively described in Rudolf Bultmann, Jesus Christ and 

Mythology (New York: Scribner, 1958). 
5
 See the acutely observed, if ascerbic, discussion of David Bentley Hart, The 

Beauty of the Infinite: The Aesthetics of Christian Truth (Grand Rapids, 

MI: Eerdmans, 2004), 22-24. 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/beauty/
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shows no sensitivity to the varied forms of literature found in the Bible, 

flattening the difference between the story of Eden and the narrative of 

Jesus’s birth in the pursuit not only of de-mythologized, but de-

historicized universals. 

By contrast, I would argue that the cultural and material contexts in 

which Scriptures are shaped are an essential part of their theological 

meaning and the access point for sensing divine beauty, truth, and 

goodness. Gaining some additional understanding of Hebrew poetics can 

thus help to appreciate the inherent beauty of its indigenous form. It helps 

to remember then that the Bible comprises an anthology of books rooted 

in cultures of the ancient Middle East and the Mediterranean basin. 

Semitic cultures, not only of Israel, but also of ancient Egypt, Assyria, 

and Babylon, put their cultural imprints on its literary forms, followed by 

Persians, Greeks, and Romans.  

In terms of the poetic idiom, Canaanite literature of the city-state 

Ugarit (in modern Syria) provides evidence for older poetry, dating to 

1400 BCE, than can be found in the Hebrew Bible. Like its Ugaritic 

cousin, Hebrew poetry at its most elemental can be understood as verse 

governed by parallelism, two or sometimes three sequential parallel lines. 

While nineteenth century scholars influenced by European canons of 

poetry tried to search out definitive meter and rhyme schemes, in the last 

quarter of the twentieth century a growing consensus established that the 

standards of later Western literature could not be imposed on Hebrew 

poetry. The relationship between the two clauses, A and B, was not one 

governed by rhyme or meter, but simply a kind of seconding, or 

strengthening of the first clause in some way. Following the eighteenth 

century work of Bishop Robert Lowth, some have tried to schematize the 

relationship of the clauses in parallelism as falling into one of three 

categories: synonymous parallelism, antithetic parallelism, and synthetic 

parallelism.
6
 This perspective still appears in some handbooks. But the 

third vague category of “synthetic” suggests a catch-all character and the 

ill-fitting conceptualization that lies behind it, which artificially constricts 

the semantic nuances embedded in Hebrew verse. 

Rather its autochthonous form was centrally concerned with 

rhetorical heightening. James Kugel characterized the relationship of 

parallel lines as a kind of seconding and completion of the second after 

the first. From his perspective the relationship should not be overstated, 

                                                 
6
 Robert Lowth, De sacra poesi Hebraeorum; Lectures on the Sacred Poetry of 

the Hebrews (London: printed for J. Johnson, 1787). 
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but can be summed up simply by the linkage: “A, and what is more, B.”

7
 

In the verse above from Psalm 8, “What are humans that you are mindful 

of them; and mortals that you care for them?” the second clause does not 

simply say the same thing as the first, but extends the meaning of the first 

to amplify and qualify it. God is said not only to consider, literally in the 

Hebrew, to remember, human beings (’adam), but also to care, to provide 

for them (ben ’adam, literally, the son of a human.) The second clause 

makes the first clause somehow more complete but it is up to the reader 

to puzzle over and determine exactly how that amplification happens. 

There are other features of Hebrew poetry that make it a distinctive 

form of communication. Hebrew poetry is famously terse and elliptical; it 

exhibits gapping, in which syntactic elements are sometimes left out. 

Another characteristic it shares with Ugaritic poetry is the frequent use of 

common word pairs that provide some ballast to the clauses: 

justice/righteousness; nations/peoples; Jerusalem/Judah; mother/father, 

wise one/fool, and so on.
8
 Hebrew poetry is also rich in metaphor.

9
 God 

is a providential shepherd or a judge or a king; Israel is a wayward calf. 

The poetry of proverbs often employs metaphors and similes in colourful 

ways: “Like somebody who takes a passing dog by the ears, is the one 

who meddles in the quarrel of another” (Prov 26:17). The Hebrew 

frequently contains wordplay, whether by a kind of punning using similar 

sounding words, or by employing phonemes as structural elements to 

form framing chiasms. While much of this is lost in translation to other 

languages, skillful translators have at times been able to retain some 

elements. 

 

The Prevalence of Poetry 

To illustrate the way in which the poetics of the Hebrew Scriptures 

exhibits such rhetorical heightening in order to share a glimpse of the 

divine, I want to draw from the broad spectrum of books that 

                                                 
7
 James L. Kugel, The Idea of Biblical Poetry: Parallelism and Its History (New 

Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1981). Robert Alter developed a 

similarly influential view of Hebrew poetry in his book The Art of Biblical 

Poetry (New York: Basic Books, 1985). 
8
 Adele Berlin offers a richly informative overview of these aspects of Hebrew 

poetry in “Introduction to Hebrew Poetry,” vol. 4 of The New Interpreter’s 

Bible, ed. L. Keck (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1996), 301-315. 
9
 A particularly fine treatment of metaphor is offered by William P. Brown, 

Seeing the Psalms: A Theology of Metaphor (Louisville: Westminster John 

Knox, 2002). 
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communicate through poetry, from wisdom literature to prophecy, in 

addition to the psalms. This is admittedly highly selective and does not 

begin to exhaust the beauty of biblical poetry. 

 

i. Poetics in wisdom 
The Wisdom literature in the Protestant Bible famously does not include 

any mention of covenant or other strictly Israelite traditions of election. 

Rather, the books of Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Job are concerned 

primarily with human observation of the divine order built into creation 

and social relations. These human observations are frequently distilled in 

individual proverbs, such as the following from Ecclesiastes: “A good 

name is better than precious oil; and the day of death better than the day 

of birth” (Eccles 7:1). 

Two features of this poetic parallelism disclose its beauty, its good 

fitness. The first is its formal character. The English translation of this 

verse does not capture the word play and assonance contained in the 

Hebrew structure: “Tov shem mi-shemen tov; ve-yom-hammavet miyyom 

hivaldo.” The first clause contains a chiasm: a-b-b-a, with the word “tov” 

good or beautiful, bracketing the similar sounding Hebrew words for 

name and oil. The second clause repeats the word for day and the word 

pair death/birth. The poetics of the Hebrew verse are perhaps more clear, 

at least in Hebrew, than the meaning of the verse itself. How is a good 

name superior to precious oil? Why would the poet-sage bring the two 

together? The second clause provides amplification, another “better than” 

saying, but the meaning is not transparent. Why would the day of death, 

an ending to life, be better than a birthday, when life is full of potential, 

fresh and new? What does this comparison mean?  

The beauty of the verse lies not only in its form but in the fact that 

its meaning can only come out through the process of reflecting on it, of 

lingering with the verse to understand it. Like all wisdom literature, its 

deeper meaning requires engagement and exploration, ideally with others 

who can share their own thoughts. One possibility is that a good name, 

that is, a good reputation, can only be known and secured at the end of 

life. If you die with a good reputation gained by sterling behaviour, then 

that is secure. No one can sully it, because there will be no occasion on 

which bad behaviour can topple it. By contrast, precious/good oil, even if 

hard to obtain and expensive, will eventually lose its scent and go rancid. 

The second clause thus allows the full meaning of the first clause to be 

understood, at least as I have here expounded them. No doubt there are 

further insights that could be reaped from this wisdom verse with more 

reflection. 
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If the formal aspects of the poetic verse in Ecclesiastes draw one 

closer to a glimpse of divine order of the world as perceived by a sage, 

the book of Job offers a different perspective. For the most part, wisdom 

literature does not contain accounts of direct divine revelation as do the 

oracles of the prophets with their divine pronouncements of weal or woe. 

The ethos of wisdom literature is rather rooted in the natural order of the 

divine creation in which God is silent and does not “act.” Yet one passage 

proves this rule: God’s so-called “answer” to Job after his multiple 

rounds of fruitless dialogue with his interlocutors. God’s “answer” from 

the whirlwind, however, is a barrage of questions stretching from Job 

38:1 to 41:34: “Where were you when I laid the foundations of the earth? 

Tell me, if you have understanding. Who determined its measurements—

surely you know! Or who stretched the line upon it?” God then asks Job 

questions about the entire breadth and depth of creation, its contours and 

creatures, all with the implicit answer from Job: no, he does not know. 

The tour of creation not only offers a contrast with the tame and orderly 

account in Genesis 1, the anthropology is decidedly clear. If Psalm 8 

affirms humans as little less than gods, Job’s God underscores the little. 

In any case, the content of this poetic divine speech is beautifully crafted.  

 

ii. Prophetic poetics 

Most of the prophetic books are written in poetry, with Ezekiel, parts of 

Jeremiah, and the tale of Jonah being notable exceptions. I will draw on 

only one passage that is no doubt familiar: 

 

The spirit of the Yahweh God is upon me 

  because Yahweh has anointed me; 

to announce good news to the poor he has sent me, 

  to proclaim freedom to captives and light to the blind, 

to set the oppressed free, 

  to proclaim the year of Yahweh’s favour.  Isaiah 61:1-2 

 

The passage reflects the poetic parallelism seen in Psalms and 

Wisdom literature with its amplifying clauses. What remains more of a 

mystery is the identity of the one who has the spirit of Yahweh. So too, an 

anointed one can be a priest, prophet, or royal figure. The passage seems 

to presuppose the Servant figure described in Second Isaiah (Isa 42:1-4, 

49:1-6, 50:4-11, and 52:13-53:12), but the identity of the servant,  is also 

contested. More clear in these verses is what to expect from this chosen 

one, a glimpse of the beauty of the divine purpose in effecting social 

justice and concern for healing. We will return to these verses shortly. 
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iii. Poetry of the New Testament 
If up to this point I have considered only beauty in the Hebrew 

Scriptures, there is a reason. For too many Christians, the “Old 

Testament” is considered a disagreeable, even ugly, collection, dominated 

by images of an angry, punitive God. Often ignored as a source for 

preaching, and indeed, its reading is even omitted in many congregations. 

I have sought to suggest that many layers of the Hebrew Bible lie 

underappreciated for their beauty because of insufficient investment of 

time and consideration. The varied books that comprise the collection 

include a unique and moving witness to the divine work in creation as 

well as a human anthropology.  

The New Testament surely contains beauty as well in its own 

indigenous forms of literature. We might point, for example, to the 

formal aspect of the parable found in the synoptic gospels, the chief 

means by which Jesus teaches truths about human behaviour and the 

inauguration of the divine reign. Glimpses of the immanent reign of God 

are found by teasing out the multiple layers of meaning in the parables. 

John’s Gospel offers a well-known lilting prologue that recasts the 

Genesis account of creation under the influence of Stoic logos 

philosophy: “In the beginning was the word/logos . . .”  The poetic prayer 

of Mary in Luke 1:46-55 (“the Magnificat”), the blessing of Zechariah in 

Luke 1:68-79, or Simeon’s final praise of God in Luke 2:29-32 (“the 

Nunc Dimittis”), though composed in Greek, share a similar style of 

Semitic versification. 

The poetry of the Septuagint, that is, the Hebrew Scriptures 

translated into Greek, also appears in the New Testament books, indeed, 

in copious amounts. Isaiah and the Psalms are two of the most frequently 

quoted works. The passage from Isaiah about the one who is anointed by 

the divine Spirit is found in the Gospel of Luke. There is no sense that the 

author of Luke associated the figure with the Suffering Servant of Second 

Isaiah, as do modern biblical scholars.
10

 Rather, Luke placed the passage 

in a narrative setting in which Jesus has returned to his hometown of 

Nazareth. Jesus reads from the Haftarah, the scroll of Isaiah during the 

synagogue service, and the pericope is reinterpreted so that Jesus 

proclaims its fulfillment. This illustrates the enduring character of 

biblical poetry and its beauty, which provides an ongoing source of 

divine revelation. 

                                                 
10

 Joseph Blenkinsopp, Opening the Sealed Book: Interpretations of the Book of 

Isaiah in Late Antiquity (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2006), 131. 
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Let us return then to Psalm 8 with which we began. Psalms are 

understood as prophetic in the New Testament. That is to say, that poetry 

and prophecy were understood as closely connected. David was 

understood as the prophetic author of the psalms, an understanding made 

explicit already in the Psalms Scroll of the Dead Sea Scrolls.
11

 Psalm 8 is 

quoted in multiple passages and its prophetic meaning for the 

contemporary period is unlocked in different ways. The author of 

Hebrews (Heb 2:6-8) understands the human made little less than 

gods/angels (’elohim), to be none other than Jesus himself, who will 

eventually be crowned with glory and honour and put all of creation 

under his dominion (Ps 8:6). By contrast, Paul reads the verse to indicate 

that God will put all things under divine sovereignty (1 Cor 15:27-28) so 

that “God may be all in all.”  

In expounding the nature of biblical poetry as an aesthetic form 

that requires ongoing and studied engagement to unlock its potential 

range of meanings, I have not meant in this essay to suggest that beauty 

is not found in more prosaic parts of the Bible. Yet a full appreciation of 

the poetic form, particularly as it communicates truths about creation and 

the human condition in the wisdom tradition, in the prophets, and the 

psalms is essential to wrestle with and grasp the enduring worth of 

Christian Scriptures.   

 

 

   

                                                 
11

 This was first described by James A. Sanders, The Psalms Scrolls of Qumran 

Cave 11 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1965), and has been 

frequently discussed in scholarship since then. 



 

 

BEAUTY AND PREACHING 

by Paul Scott Wilson 

 

A revolution in homiletics in recent decades mirrors what began in the 

early 1800s with the English Romantic poets, who gave us many of our 

standards for beauty. David Randolph in 1969 was the first to call various 

fresh initiatives in North America a “New Homiletic.”
1
 By putting the 

New Homiletic alongside the English Romantics, our appreciation for 

beauty can be enhanced, both as a theological subject and a goal of 

preaching.  

 

The English Romantics 

The English Romantics (c. 1795-1840), particularly William Wordsworth 

and his close friend Samuel Taylor Coleridge, reacted against the 

Enlightenment (c. 1700-1800) and its neoclassical models of beauty that 

imitated ancient Greece and Rome. Beauty was outward. Harmony, 

symmetry, decorum, and proportion were key. Shapes were idealized. Art 

was impersonal and emotion mistrusted, as in Gilbert Stuart’s 1796 

portrait of George Washington on the United States dollar bill. In art of 

the time, “you see a displacement of emotion from the human face, the 

human actor, the human gesture, to something like color or line—formal 

aspects of art that may not even connect to human beings being 

represented.”
2
 Four key Romantic values relate to beauty. 

 

Organic Form. Coleridge and Wordsworth prefer the beauty of wild 

nature to the elegant formal designs of English manor gardens and 

manicured lanes. Nature’s forms are dynamic and have organic unity. The 

specific is valued over the general and ideal. In contrast to neoclassical 

mistrust of emotion, Wordsworth says, “For all good poetry is the 

spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings.”
3
 It is “emotion recollected 

in tranquility”
4
 and invests landscapes with a sense of a living presence. 

                                                 
1
 David James Randolph, The Renewal of Preaching (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress 

Press, 1969). 
2
 Anne Leonard, cited in Susie Allen, “How Artists’ Depiction of Emotion 

Evolved over Centuries,” in Phys.Org; available from 

https://phys.org/news/2011-03-artists-depiction-emotion-evolved-

centuries.html#jCp, accessed 17 July 2018. 
3
 William Wordsworth, “Preface to Lyrical Ballads” (1800), Prefaces and 

Prologues, vol. 39, The Harvard Classics (New York: P.F. Collier & Son, 

1909–14; Bartleby.com, 2001), para. 6; available at www.bartleby.com/39/, 

accessed 18 July 2018. 
4
 Ibid., para. 26. 
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Coleridge wrote, “every phrase, every metaphor, every personification, 

should have its justifying cause in some passion, either of the Poet's 

mind, or of the Characters described by the Poet.”
5
  

For Wordsworth, language, form, and content are related: “My 

purpose was to imitate, and, as far as possible, to adopt the very language 

of men . . . My ideas are expressed in language fitted to their respective 

importance . . .”
6
 He rejects artificial “mechanical devices,”

7
 like 

“personification of abstract ideas”
8
 used to elevate poetry above prose. 

Our notion of authenticity in the pulpit borrows from the Romantics.  

 

Imagination and Creativity. At the heart of the creative process, 

Coleridge identifies a principle of connecting two otherwise unconnected 

things, harnessing the energy between them, and discovering in that 

tension a third identity, a spark of new meaning. He calls this 

imagination.
9
 It operates by: “the balance or reconciliation of opposite or 

discordant possibilities: of sameness, with difference; of the general, with 

the concrete; the idea, with the image; the individual, with the 

representative; the sense of novelty and freshness, with old and familiar 

objects . . .”
10

 Preachers in the New Homiletic similarly learn how to use 

poles within sermons to generate fresh understanding.  

 

Metaphor and Eventful Language. Imagination produces tensive 

language or metaphor (including simile, symbol, etc.). It functions using 

poles and creates tension within language. Robbie Burns’ “My love is 

like a red, red rose” brings an emotion alongside a flower, and new 

meaning is generated about the beauty, tenderness, and prickliness of 

love. Coleridge said of Kant, “An IDEA, in the highest sense of that 

word, cannot be conveyed but by a symbol; and, except in geometry, all 

symbols of necessity involve an apparent contradiction . . . For those who 

could not pierce through this symbolic husk, his writings were not 

intended.”
11

 Western thought is founded on Aristotle’s principle of non-

                                                 
5
 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, “To William Sotheby,” 13 July 1802, Collected 

Letters, vol. II, ed. Earl Leslie Griggs (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956-59), 

812. 
6
 Wordsworth, “Preface,” para. 9.  

7
 Ibid. 

8
 Ibid.  

9
 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, vol. I, ed. George Watson 

(London: Dent, 1965), 60-61. 
10

 Ibid., 167. 
11

 Ibid., 138.  
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contradiction in his Metaphysics IV: 4 (i.e., contradictory statements 

cannot both be true in the same way at the same time). Coleridge now 

holds up a principle of contradiction, or separate identities in tension, as a 

source of truth and beauty.  

Imagination unsettles the normal way of seeing things, 

anticipating deconstruction. It also has a constructive function: “It 

dissolves, diffuses, dissipates, in order to re-create; or where this process 

is rendered impossible, yet still at all events it struggles to idealize and to 

unify. It is essentially vital, even as all objects (as objects) are essentially 

fixed and dead.”
12

 It establishes coherence and unity, an event of new 

meaning for as long as the tension remains.  

 

Beauty as Divine. Beauty for the Romantics is self-transcendent. 

Wordsworth connects his own poetic process with God, “Thou Soul that 

are the eternity of thought,/ that givest to forms and images a breath/ And 

everlasting motion . . .”
13

 John Keats said, “Beauty is truth, truth 

beauty.”
14

 Coleridge speaks of primary imagination as the principle of 

consciousness in God and individuals (his version of the imago Dei).
15

 

Secondary imagination is employed both by poets and “transcendental” 

philosophers and theologians: “The noblest gift of Imagination is the 

power of discerning the Cause in the Effect, a power which when 

employed on the works of the Creator elevates . . . the Soul. We see our 

God everywhere . . .”
16

  

 

Parallels with the New Homiletic 

The New Homiletic began in the late 1950s and continued well into the 

2000s. Like the Romantic Movement, it combines theory and practice, 

and may offer a more holistic perspective on beauty than is possible 
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50. 
15
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16
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when practice of beauty is ignored. It represents scholarly consensus on a 

number of matters concerning biblical preaching. Books related to its 

topics still occasionally appear, but mainly as demonstrations of how 

earlier principles are implemented.  

The New Homiletic did not react against a prior understanding of 

beauty (as did the Romantics), but against centuries-old ways of 

preaching that were: a) little concerned with beauty, and b) governed by 

mechanical forms: expository, verse by verse, point form, topical, and 

doctrinal. Sermons in what came to be called the Old Homiletic were 

propositional, using argument to convince hearers of something to be 

believed or undertaken. Authority was male and vertical, “six feet above 

contradiction.” A colonial mindset tended to operate―preachers with 

British accents were highly valued, as were “princes of the pulpit.” 

Preaching texts were mostly a biblical phrase or verse, mostly from non-

narrative biblical passages that were easier to reduce into points. In most 

Eurocentric churches there was little room for emotion.  

 

Organic Form. H. Grady Davis’s Design for Preaching in 1958 was the 

first book to propose that the sermon be organic, it “should be like a tree. 

It should be a living organism.”
17

 David Randolph’s vision of a New 

Homiletic “seeks form . . . consistent with the message it intends to 

convey, not necessarily those which are most traditional.”
18

 Charles L. 

Rice advocated story-based forms. He said preaching should imitate life, 

borrowing the Romantic principle, and not consist of “the marshalling of 

arguments and neat regimentation of propositions. Life does not present 

itself in that form―life does not feel that way.”
19

 The inductive sermon, 

developed by Fred Craddock, gradually narrowed to its main idea.
20

 

Rhetorician Kenneth Burke said that the purpose of modern rhetoric 

should be identification not persuasion,
21

 an understanding that was 

widely adopted.
22

 Various scholars upheld the three holistic proofs from 
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Aristotle: logos (argument), ethos (the perceived character of the speaker 

in the moment), and pathos (emotion).
23

 Tom Long argued that the form 

or genre of the biblical text was part of the meaning that the sermon 

needed to reflect.
24

  

 

Imagination and Creativity. The New Homiletic emphasized organic 

forms, the use of story, character, plot, emotion, inductive development, 

witness or testimony, and identification. It appreciated that images, 

metaphors, and stories make their own claims in their own ways. Hans 

Frei critiqued Western thought for excessive focus on the historicity of 

biblical stories and reducing narratives to abstract propositions.
25

 Women 

discovered non-male models rooted in the arts (e.g., theatre, weaving, 

dancing, and folk art).
26

 Preachers were encouraged to be more poetic 

and less pedantic, and more horizontal in the use of authority. They found 

theological significance in ordinary stories and rejected artificial 

illustrations serving pre-established morals. H. Grady Davis said 

illustrations should be “like blossoms” native to the plant, not kites pulled 

from other sources and tangled in the tree’s branches.
27

 For compositional 

guidelines preachers were advised to look to creative writing and film, to 

visualize, use concrete words and images, avoid heavy description, use 

flashback to communicate essential material, picture people in action, 

incorporate theological and biblical information in the action, and so 

forth. The story is in the details. 

 

Metaphor and Eventful Language. Scholars gave fresh attention to how 

Jesus preached. His parables take an idea like “the kingdom/realm of 

                                                                                                              
InterVarsity Press, 1992); Robin R. Meyers, With Ears to Hear: Preaching 

as Self-Persuasion (Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim Press, 1993). 
23

 Lucy Lind Hogan and Robert Reid, Connecting with the Congregation: 

Rhetoric and the Art of Preaching (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1999). 
24

 Thomas G. Long, Preaching and the Literary Forms of the Bible 

(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1989). 
25

 Hans W. Frei, The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative: A Study in Eighteenth and 

Nineteenth Century Hermeneutics (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 

1974). 
26

 See for example, Christine M. Smith, Weaving the Sermon: Preaching from a 

Feminist Perspective (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 
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God” and juxtapose it with a story of a woman looking for a lost coin 

(Luke 15:8–10). Preachers learned to juxtapose various poles: biblical 

texts and contemporary situations; doctrines and stories; the prophetic 

and the pastoral; law and gospel; and profane and divine.
28

  

The New Homiletic used language not just to communicate 

information, but to generate experience. The precedent was in Genesis 1 

and Isaiah 55:11, as God’s word creates/accomplishes what it says. A 

biblical project called the New Hermeneutic presented the Word as an 

event of encounter with the divine,
29

 and inspired David J. Randolph to 

say: “[P]reaching must be understood as event” in contrast to 

“‘mechanistic’ preaching which views the sermon as a construct of 

parts.”
30

 Eugene Lowry called this event a “homiletical plot,”
31

 involving 

Aristotle’s concepts of situation, reversal, and resolution. Sermons grow, 

people are transformed, and the sermon creates an effect. David Buttrick 

called each complete thought-unit a “move.”
32

 People and situations are 

brought to life in the consciousness of hearers.  

 

Beauty as Divine. The Romantics found divine beauty in nature, how the 

mind works, and in the disrupting and reconciling actions of the 

imagination. The connection of beauty and the divine in the New 

Homiletic requires nuance. From the beginning the movement is biblical; 

as Davis said, the sermon should be rooted, “in the soil of life’s struggle/ 

In the subsoil of the eternal Word.”
33

 And from the beginning this rooting 

is theological: “The key to this approach is that its emphasis falls on what 

the sermon does . . . To invite. To convince. To offer Christ. To build up; 

and to do this in some measure in every sermon.”
34

  

However, if the theological purpose of preaching links with 

Christ, this seems lost as the New Homiletic develops. It is not that 

teachers of preaching lost faith; it is rather that other matters overtook it, 

                                                 
28
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30

 Randolph, The Renewal of Preaching, 19. 
31

 Eugene L. Lowry, The Homiletical Plot: The Sermon as Narrative Art Form 

(Atlanta, GA: John Knox Press, 1980). 
32

 David Buttrick, Homiletic: Moves and Structures (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress 

Press, 1987); see esp. 23-69. 
33

 Davis, Design for Preaching, 15. 
34

 Randolph, The Renewal of Preaching, 19, quoting John Wesley. 



28                                         T o u c h s t o n e  O c t o b e r  2 0 1 8  

  
like metaphor and the development of liberation, feminist, black, and 

other theologies. Perhaps unintentionally, preaching leaned toward being 

a language event at the expense of a Word event. Most books on 

preaching were silent on the role of God in the sermon. Most approaches 

to the theme sentence of a sermon, the “sermon in a sentence,” made no 

reference to God. There was no consensus that the sermon should even 

get to God.
35

 Even excellent preachers, whose preaching is typically 

God-centred, in their teaching gave little guidance on this. Tom Long’s 

concern was to preach the event of the text, as in the two-sentence 

approach to sermon design of his teacher, Fred Craddock: What is the 

text saying? and What is the text doing?
36

 

 

Implications 

I argue, as may some others,
37

 that we preach the gospel, which means 

expounding the biblical text in terms of the coherence and beauty of 

Christian faith at large. By gospel I mean the saving actions of God 

anywhere in the Bible, seen with greatest clarity in Jesus Christ, in his 

life, death, resurrection, and ascension. To get to God, the theme sentence 

should speak of God. To get to gospel, the verb should highlight a 

gracious action of God in or behind the text. Gospel is what God does, 

not what we do. And while law involves grace, gospel in its fullness 

requires both law, or trouble (that puts the burden on us), and grace (God 

accepts that burden). Said simply, gospel = trouble + grace. Sermons can 

be structured to help congregations experience the gospel by creating 

tension between them and devoting roughly equal time to each. 

Reformed practice has always held to a redemptive hermeneutic, but it 

has never been precise in how to preach it. Like the juxtaposed poles of 

metaphor, trouble and grace generate a third meaning that is faith. 

Particularly with the world in current turmoil, the church might try 

preaching the gospel, together with its consequences in faith and justice. 

They are all the church uniquely has to offer.  

The principles of art and beauty in the New Homiletic mainly 

have to do with natural beauty, the beauty inherent in language. Other 

areas of theology may benefit from the New Homiletic by calling 

increased attention to: the beauty of its language and the form of its 

expression; the beauty and unity of theological thought (links that made 
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Chalice Press, 2004), 9-23. 
36

 Ibid., 15. 
37

 See ibid., 87-115. 



            W i l s o n :  B e a u t y  a n d  P r e a c h i n g           29 

 
theology “systematic” have beauty); and the eventfulness of its language 

that can contribute to individual and social transformation. Amos Wilder 

called for “theopoetics” in the 1970s, the use of symbols, images and art 

to renew theological language: “When imagination fails, doctrines 

become ossified, witness and proclamation wooden, doxologies and 

litanies empty, consolations hollow, and ethics legalistic.”
38

  

There is also divine beauty, having to do specifically with the 

triune God, God’s Word, and God’s actions. Homiletics can learn for 

instance from aesthetic theology, like Jonathan King, who presents the 

person and work of Jesus Christ as the foundation of beauty.
39

 Jeremy 

Begbie defines sentimentality as the opposite of beauty. Sentimentality, 

he says: 1) evades or trivializes evil,
40

 and treats death as “a friend in 

disguise, merely a door into ‘the next room,’”
41

 2) is emotionally self-

indulgent,
42

 and cannot profoundly comprehend “another’s pain as 

pain”
43

, and 3) “fails to take appropriate costly action”
44

 that is mindful 

of the cross. Attentive to this we might say that preaching is poetry and 

“Christ is the poem.”
45

 

By being attentive to lessons from the Romantics, preachers can 

better understand the task of the New Homiletic as natural beauty. And 

by paying fresh attention to divine beauty, they can emphasize the unity, 

being, and action of God. It is from this that passion in preaching needs 

to arise.  

 

  

                                                 
38

 Amos N. Wilder, Theopoetic: Theology and the Religious Imagination 

(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976), 2.  
39

 Jonathan King, The Beauty of the Lord: Theological Aesthetics (Bellingham, 

WA: Lexham Press, 2018). 
40

 Jeremy S. Begbie, “Beauty, Sentimentality and the Arts” in The Beauty of 

God: Theology and the Arts, ed. Daniel J. Treier, Mark Husbands, and 

Roger Lundin (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2006), 47. 
41

 Ibid., 49. 
42

 Ibid., 50. 
43

 Ibid., 51. 
44

 Ibid., 52. 
45

 Paul Scott Wilson, Preaching as Poetry: Beauty, Goodness, and Truth in 

Every Sermon (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2014), 48. See the section 

on beauty, 17-48. 



 

THE GIFT OF MUSICAL BEAUTY 

by Christina Labriola 

 

For the joy of ear and eye, 

For the heart and mind’s delight, 

For the mystic harmony 

Linking sense to sound and sight: 

Lord of all, to thee we raise 

This our hymn of grateful praise. 

—Verse 3, “For the Beauty of the Earth”
1
 

 

From the hushed wonder of an a cappella choir to the triumphant majesty 

of a full orchestra; from the simple, visceral poignancy of a folk song to 

the heady intricacy of a Bach fugue: the potency of music to stir up our 

religious tendencies is a near-universal phenomenon. In exalted moments 

of great musical beauty, we often find ourselves talking of transcendence, 

spirituality, and profound meaning; we sense with a certain reverent 

longing the presence of something greater than ourselves. Music is able 

to speak the language of beauty, “the sign of the transcendent goal of the 

human spirit.”
2
 As an art form that uniquely participates in beauty, music 

can reflect and point the way to God’s own beauty, serving as a 

sacramental medium of God’s self-revelation. The beauty of the music 

we delight in and are nourished by helps us to affirm and to experience 

that God is beautiful—the source of all beauty and the fulfillment of all 

the longings beauty stirs in us.  

What might it mean for us to take music seriously as an inspired 

gift, capable of expressing God’s self-disclosure through beauty? 
 

Transcendental Beauty and the Beauty of God  
One thing I have asked from the LORD, that I shall seek:  

That I may dwell in the house of the LORD all the days of my life,  

To behold the beauty of the LORD, and to meditate in His temple. 

Psalm 27:4 
 

The work of the great twentieth century Catholic theologian Hans Urs 

von Balthasar provides a precedent for thinking about music 

theologically—and this hinges upon beauty. Von Balthasar’s aim in The 

Glory of the Lord, his epic work on theological aesthetics, is to reclaim 

beauty as a transcendental, something essential to all Being, alongside 

                                                 
1
 Text by Folliot S. Pierpont (1835-1917). 
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truth and goodness. Von Balthasar laments the neglect of beauty in the 

modern philosophical and theological context—that is, the sense in which 

beauty for modern people today has become disconnected from any 

objective reality, but exists only “in the eye of the beholder”—something 

merely skin-deep, which may even prove deceptive.
3
 He argues instead 

that in drawing close to the truly beautiful, we come at the same time to a 

deeper experience of the goodness and truth that are beauty’s inseparable 

“sisters.” To lose the religious sense of the beautiful, the sense in which 

beauty attracts and bedazzles us with wonder and desire for God, is 

perilous to the spiritual life. Von Balthasar cautions that the failure of 

attentiveness to the language of beauty signals the loss also of the 

attractiveness of the good and the cogency of the truth, along with the 

eventual inability to pray and even to love.
4
 Conversely, then, we might 

argue that an immersive engagement with beauty might allow us to 

reaffirm goodness and truth and teach us to pray and to love more 

profoundly. 

When understood as a transcendental property of Being, beauty 

becomes in essence a name for God—as the source and perfection of all 

that the beauty of this world reveals, and for Whom it stands. The lesser 

beauties of this world hint at and point to that Ultimate Beauty, the One 

Augustine addresses with yearning and devotion when he says:   

 

Late have I loved you, beauty so old and so new, late have I 

loved you . . . You called and cried out loud and shattered my 

deafness. You were radiant and resplendent, you put to flight 

my blindness. You were fragrant, and I drew in my breath and 

now pant for you. I tasted you, and I feel but hunger and thirst 

for you. You touched me, and I am set on fire to attain the peace 

which is yours.
5
  

 

Augustine’s words portray the overwhelming force of the 

beautiful, touching upon while yet breaking through and enlarging the 

human, sensory ways of knowing, experiencing, and desiring, in order to 

                                                 
3
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pierce through to the heart and awaken the spiritual senses. Such a view 

encompasses and intensifies sensory beauty while at the same time 

spiritualizing and transcending it.  

To affirm beauty’s transcendental status means a positive 

revaluing of sensory and imaginative modes of experiencing the reality of 

God’s presence and activity in the world. This winning back of the 

beautiful has tremendous repercussions for the world of music, and not 

only in explicitly sacred contexts. Von Balthasar’s line of thinking, which 

takes the Incarnation as its cornerstone, effectively establishes the 

remarkable possibility for our senses to encounter God through the 

beauty we see, touch, and (more to the point) hear. This is so, since, in 

Christ, the infinite and spiritual merge with, and transfigure, the finite 

and physical. In the reality of the Incarnation, says Balthasar, is the 

“vindication of the poets,”
6
 the musicians, and all artists—for now, in the 

revolution brought about by God’s coming in the flesh in the person of 

Jesus, the beautiful temporal thing can indeed manifest the eternal—a 

real link is established. 

For twentieth century philosopher and mystic Simone Weil, all 

beauty is a kind of theophany or sacrament, a self-manifestation of the 

transcendent God who meets us in the immanent material world. The 

Incarnation and beauty are intertwined in a way that connects all art “of 

the highest order” to a revelation of God: “There is as it were an 

incarnation of God in the world and it is indicated by beauty. The 

beautiful is the experimental proof that the incarnation is possible. Hence 

all art of the highest order is religious in essence . . . A Gregorian melody 

is as powerful a witness as the death of a martyr.”
7
  

In attending to the ways in which musical beauty speaks to us of 

God, we might differentiate between sensory and intellectual means.
8
 

George Steiner observes: “Music is at once cerebral in the highest degree 

. . . and it is at the same time somatic, carnal and a searching out of 

resonances in our bodies at levels deeper than will or consciousness.”
9
 

Let us consider these two aspects in turn.  

                                                 
6
 Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord, 155. 
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The Sensuous Beauty of Music  

O Lord, you have enticed me, and I was enticed . . .  Jeremiah 20:7 

 

In its influence over our moods and feelings, its ability to trigger 

memories and states of mind, and its ability to incite dance and 

movement, music possesses a kind of primal immediacy that attracts 

human beings on physical and emotional levels. Even the most cerebral 

of compositions is still bound up in the medium of time and subject to 

acoustical properties, which allow it to be received by the ear and 

registered as musical by the listener. The immediacy of music allows it to 

capture our attention and draw us under its sway.  

In his essay “Beauty in Music,” Claude-Steffen Mahnkopf 

locates the innate allure of music in its beauty, referring to what he sees 

as a consensus that music as an art form is beautiful in and of itself, and 

thus desirable, mirroring the dynamic of love and attraction in the human 

relational sphere. Music, he claims,  

 

by its most general definition, is beautiful in an emphatic sense. 

No one would say this of any other art form. In literature, 

poetry, painting or architecture, one certainly speaks of 

individual works as beautiful, but hardly the entire field. Only 

in music do agony and ecstasy ensue to a degree that recalls 

phases of unrestrained amorous infatuation. The emphasis with 

which music as such is viewed as beautiful is comparable only 

to such statements as “Life is beautiful” or “Sex is beautiful” 

(sentiments that are acknowledged by the majority of people).
10

 

 

Mahnkopf describes the hold music has over us as quasi-erotic, in that it 

seduces and evokes desire by virtue of the means proper to itself.
11

 In a 

mysterious way, music seems to capture and to crystallize for us the 

exquisite joy and pain of being alive and in love.  

It is precisely because music so attracts, absorbs, and transfixes 

our physical selves that it has been mistrusted and seen as dangerous in 

Western theological history. The Church Fathers agonized over using 

music in the context of worship, weighing its ability on the one hand to 
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give glory to God, to carry the Word of God effectively, and to unite and 

inspire a congregation, against its seductive charm and associations with 

(pagan) frenzy and anti-intellectual abandon on the other. This tension is 

at play in Augustine, lover of music though he is. For Augustine, the 

power of music is dangerous in that it may cause us to become entangled 

in the sensible realm, so seduced by the beauty of this world that we 

forget God’s beauty. He would (almost) rather give up music altogether 

than have it tantalize only to mislead and bar our passage to the divine.
12

  

Is there a way to reclaim musical beauty, in all its sensuality, as a 

viable way to encounter God? In doing so, it would seem essential to 

remember that sensory beauty is not an end in itself, but indeed a 

signifier and mediator of God’s beauty. As we have seen, the incarnation 

of God in Christ is the sublime model for this alliance of spiritual beauty 

and matter—the difference being, of course, that Christ the Incarnate 

Word is that Beauty which He signifies, whereas a beautiful motet, 

symphony, or snatch of melody is related to its Signified only as a dim 

reflector. Still, beauty “here-below,” as it were, functions and comes 

about in an analogous way to the Son’s revelation in the flesh. This 

understanding of musical beauty functioning as a kind of sacrament helps 

to affirm and grant value to the physicality of music-making (and of the 

body as a locus of encounter with God), all while enflaming our hearts 

with an ever greater desire for the “more and more.”  

Essential to the visceral experience of beauty in music is this 

sense of insatiable longing—even as we are delighted by what we hear, 

our joy is tinged with pain; a bitter-sweetness and a longing for eternity 

that in fact characterizes the whole of Christian life this side of heaven. 

That musical beauty affects us in this way represents, at a deeper level, “a 

deep-seated ‘yes’ to being—even in its finitude and moments of 

tragedy.”
13

 In the commingling of joy and pain that great musical beauty 

affords us, we taste something of the mysterious bitter-sweetness of the 

Cross. This experience of being wounded by beauty urges us on in search 

of the inexhaustible depths of meaning that created beauty suggests and 

promises, yet cannot fully provide. 
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The Intelligible Beauty of Music  

Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard 

Are sweeter; therefore, ye soft pipes, play on; 

Not to the sensual ear, but, more endear'd, 

Pipe to the spirit ditties of no tone . . .   

—John Keats, “Ode on a Grecian Urn”
14

 

 

Alongside sensuous beauty in music as a potential gateway to God, music 

has the capacity to communicate super-sonically, via the intellectual path. 

In distinguishing these two models, Albert Blackwell refers to sounded 

music as the visibilium of the Nicene Creed, while the inaudible principle 

of music aligns with the invisibilium.
15

 While audible music impacts us 

emotionally and physically, this “inaudible” music communicates with us 

on a cerebral level. According to this line of thinking, perfect music 

transcends sound and finds its power and purpose in its association with a 

mystical conception of number.  

In the Pythagorean tradition, number is the foundational building 

block of all creation. It is eternally true (as in the universality of 

mathematical “truth”) and immaterial, but interacts with the material 

world as the ordering principle of the universe. Pythagoras is said to have 

made the discovery that sound is mathematical in nature and is the 

quintessential manifestation of number, by demonstrating that musical 

pitches are related by simple numerical ratios. Drawing on these 

concepts, Augustine identifies super-sensual beauty with God’s Wisdom 

that bestows proportion, harmony, and order on all creation, in keeping 

with the Wisdom tradition: “you have arranged all things by measure and 

number and weight” (Wis 11:20). For Augustine, “the universe is at every 

level formed into beauty by the pervasive power of number.”
16

 

Numerositas, the beauty of number, conceived in the mind of God, is at 

work in all things, making itself known through all beings and all things 

that are pleasing. The contemplation of the order, proportion, and 

harmony that once brought about and that now underlies all things is 

itself pleasing to the intellect. But beyond that, in the Christian sphere, 

this kind of intellectual apprehension of beauty through number reveals 

God as the one who set into motion a supremely well-ordered creation 
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and who continues to sustain it all and move it towards its fulfillment. 

This concept is related to the Boethian notion of musica mundana—the 

all-pervasive harmony of the spheres by which all things are governed. 

In reality, not all music reflects the wisdom of the cosmic order 

to the same degree. Yet, it is still true that by virtue of its very nature as 

music, it “contains in some way the divine patterning . . . In even the 

most degraded music known to Augustine some faint suggestion of the 

divinely ordered pattern could be dimly perceived.”
17

 It appears, then, 

that there are degrees of musical beauty. But what of music that seems to 

some  ears as  downright “unbeautiful”—cacophonous, unwholesome, 

even tending towards violent or vulgar ends? Such “unbeautiful music,” 

it might be said, may be actually “unmusical” by definition—a kind of 

pale imitation of all that music might be; a sad instance of the gift of 

music, due to human fallenness, corrupted or misused. Yet a further 

possibility exists, which we should not discount; a possibility reminding 

us that sensory beauty alone is not the sole criterion for beauty in music. 

There is a deeper beauty to reckon with: theological beauty, embracing a 

reality wider than sensory, to which it signifies and points. Indeed, it 

includes the “beauty” of the cross: a cruel instrument of torture and 

shame transformed by the beauty of the love with which it is taken up, 

and bathed in the light of salvation, of resurrection. So too, music whose 

sonic beauty is not immediately apparent might still point those with 

well-attuned ears toward this deeper beauty—a beautiful idea or truth. 

Intelligent, patient discernment is required here, along with a training in 

sensitive listening, both to music’s sometimes dark, complex, and 

difficult language and to the theological undertones and undercurrents 

below the surface.
18

 

In the final analysis, as Gerardus van der Leeuw proclaims, all 

our human efforts fall short, for even the most exquisite earthly music 
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pales in comparison with the perfection of music in the eternal 

glorification of God in heaven: 

 

The highest and best music is that which is more than music; not 

that which sounds with voice and instruments, but that which our 

voices and instruments remind us of . . . The heavenly song 

cannot be heard on earth; it is that canor of which the mystics 

speak, the song which sounds first above, then within, the human 

being. Earthly music can only remind us distantly of this song. 

The most beautiful music is only an echo of the eternal Gloria.
19

 

 

Musical beauty communicates sensuously, as an extension of the 

Incarnation and an affirmation of being alive, breaking open our hearts 

with joy as poignant as grief; and intellectually, as the ordering, 

harmonizing principle at work in every facet of the universe, connecting 

us with the planets and the stars, and directing us to a higher order of 

beauty. The integration of these two modes makes music a unique and 

especially effective conduit for the human person to drink deeply from 

the wells of beauty. Our thirst for beauty is in fact our thirst for God. 

 

The Call of the Beautiful in Music 

“Music was a thing of the soul—a rose lipped shell that 

murmured of the eternal sea—a strange bird singing the songs 

of another shore.”—J.G. Holland
20

 

 

The Greek expression for beauty, “to kalon,” derived from the verb kaleo, 

meaning to call or beckon, helps us to understand what is at the heart of 

the religious response to beauty.
21

 The beautiful can be understood as the 

irresistible and compelling call of the lover of beauty toward itself. In the 

beauty of music we sense the deeper pulse of the divine beauty, and are 

oriented towards it, beckoning and overwhelming us, inviting us into 

deeper communion.  
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20
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The gift or “exchange” of beauty within musical experience can 

thus function as a symbol and metaphor for the triune God’s expansive, 

enfolding embrace of all creation, wherein all things participate, with 

their own unique and manifold voices, in the harmonious symphony of 

eternal life and love. Orthodox theologian David Bentley Hart employs a 

musical analogy for the harmonious trinitarian life and creation as a 

profusion of that life, existing “polyphonically” within it, just as the 

contrapuntal texture of a fugue allows for many voices to exist in 

harmony without sacrificing the “peace” by which the music is governed: 

“As God is Trinity, in whom all difference is possessed as perfect peace 

and unity, the divine life might be described as infinite music, and 

creation too might be described as a music whose intervals, transitions, 

and phrases are embraced within God’s eternal, triune polyphony.”
22

 The 

musical theme of the trinitarian life, already infinitely rich in the 

“inexhaustible variety of its phrasings and harmonies,” is taken up and 

spun out by creation as “a complementary music, an endless sequence of 

variations upon the theme of God’s eternal love.”
23

 In this metaphor, 

rather than seeing the consummation of creation as a state beyond 

music—an engulfing silence in which there is no more to be heard—

“Christian eschatology promises only more and greater harmony, whose 

developments, embellishments, and movement never end and never 

‘return’ to a state more original than music.”
24

 This is a music that never 

ceases. The beauty of the “polyphony” begun in this life only grows ever 

more complex and wonderful in the next. 

Whether mediated through sense or intellect, or the harmonious 

blend of the two, the beauty of music speaks eloquently to the heart, 

offering those with ears to hear the love-language of the God who is 

Beauty, upon whom all beauty depends. Through music, we receive and 

savour beauty as “a gift graciously shared”
25

—an ongoing revelation of 

God’s own self, calling us ever towards the limitless enjoyment, 

fulfillment, and symphonic splendour of the divine life.  
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THE BEAUTY OF SOCIAL ENGAGEMENT 

by Pauline Lally 

 

What a topic! And what a beautiful attribute of the Divine on which to 

base a whole issue. Who doesn’t love beauty?—a beautiful sunset, a 

beautiful painting, an inspiring piece of writing, a beautiful woman, a 

handsome man, darling babies of every species. One’s heart warms to 

beauty. I think one’s soul automatically and unconsciously at that 

moment connects in a special way to Divine Beauty and the Beautiful 

Soul of the Universe.  

There is a new book out about that American icon of social 

engagement, Dorothy Day. It is written by her granddaughter, Kate 

Hennessy, and is called The World Will Be Saved by Beauty: An Intimate 

Story of My Grandmother.
1
 This celebrated and controversial Catholic, 

whom Pope Francis called “a great American,” was a social activist and 

co-founder of a movement dedicated to serving the poorest of the poor, 

beginning in New York City in the 1930s at the height of the depression.
2
 

And then there is Mother Teresa who constantly challenges us 

with her words and her life to do “Something Beautiful for God.”
3
 Both 

these women lived and worked in surroundings we would never consider 

beautiful—New York City’s Harlem and the slums of Calcutta in India. 

Yet they must have found beauty in the midst of the squalor as they went 

about their ministry to the marginalized. 

There is a proverb that “beauty is in the eye of the beholder.” For 

Mother Teresa, her faith taught her that in each poor or dying person 

there was the beautiful face of Jesus. For Dorothy, the words of Jesus 

from Matthew’s Gospel had special meaning: “Verily I say unto you, 

Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, 

ye have done it unto me” (Matt. 25:40). It had to have been such 

inspiration that helped them see beauty in such unlikely settings.  

To find beauty in such people and in such surroundings one 

needs to be in touch with one’s own truth and beauty, and the truth and 

beauty of God. This empowers us to find beauty in places where others 

have not dared to look, including inside ourselves. It is only when we are 

in tune with this mystical dimension of our lives that we can take on the 

ministry of social involvement—in fact, we are propelled into it—with 

the bent (or focus) of a prophet.  

                                                 
1
 Published by Scribner in London, 2017. 

2
 Pope Francis, Address to Congress, as reported on CNN’s Politics, 24 

September 2014. 
3
 Malcom Muggeridge, Something Beautiful for God (New York: Harper Collins, 

1971). 
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Although American philosopher, social activist, and political 

critic Cornel West does not speak of mysticism, I think he supports my 

thesis when he says, “Aesthetics have substantial political consequences. 

How one views oneself as beautiful or not beautiful or desirable or not 

desirable has deep consequences in terms of one’s feeling of self-worth 

and one’s capacity to be a political agent.”
4
 

But just what is mysticism? German theologian Karl Rahner 

writes that mysticism can be regarded as consciousness of the experience 

of uncreated space as revelation and self-communication of the triune 

God.
5
 I believe that mysticism is nothing other than Union with Reality. 

For it is in reality that this triune God in Rahner’s definition reigns—in 

the real world. Mysticism is essentially a deeply lived human life not 

reserved for the elite. The mystical dimension of our lives speaks of the 

human potential for immediate experience of God. We are mystical by 

nature. We are hard-wired for communication with the Divine whether 

we are aware of it or not. 

This inbuilt capacity for transcendence, for mysticism, can well 

be expressed in a silent hope in the face of death; in a deep-seated fidelity 

to the depths of one’s conscience even when one appears like a fool 

before others; in forgiveness without the expectation of being rewarded; 

in faithful service with loving sacrifice; in an awareness of something 

beyond what you see and in an unreserved love for another. All these 

make up the wide mysticism of daily living. 

A loving, transforming Mystery created all things, embraces all 

things, and communicates to all things. There can be, therefore, a 

mysticism of everyday things like simply walking, looking, working, 

eating, talking, as the mystic-poet Gerald Manley Hopkins wrote:  

 

Glory be to God for dappled things— 

For skies of couple-colour as a brinded cow; 

For rose-moles all in stipple upon trout that swim; 

Fresh-firecoal chestnut–falls; finches’ wings; 

Landscape plotted and pieced—fold, fallow, and plough; 

And all trades, their gear and tackle and trim . . .
6
 

                                                 
4
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5
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It has always been my theory that every mystic worth her salt 

becomes a prophet in some way.  Once you have had an encounter with 

the Divine you begin to see the world through God’s eyes. You see the 

beauty of the world and the uniqueness and dignity of each person and 

creature in it. And you see the injustice! And you want to do something 

about it. This is the prophetic dimension of our lives. The prophet’s 

brilliance is to see the big picture and make connections. 

Again I go to Rahner who says that a prophet has a unique 

vocation. “A prophet is the envoy (messenger) of God and always to 

some extent the religious revolutionary, and since religion and society 

form a unity, the prophet is often the critic of society” as well. “He feels 

himself the instrument not of a numinous, (out-there power), but of a 

personal God who personally reveals himself.”
7
 The prophet’s message is 

not the prophet’s own, or just for the prophet alone, but primarily for 

others. A prophet creates a new and forward-thinking situation in the 

history of salvation by his critique of society and church structure. 

Prophets will nearly always be leaders and organizers of religious and 

social change. They are not just oppositional, cynical and negative; 

prophets always carry a core of hope because they are radical believers. 

That’s what Dorothy Day became—mystic and prophet—in her 

social involvement. In December of 1932, as a journalist for 

Commonweal, Dorothy was covering a hunger march, “March of the 

Unemployed” in Washington, DC. She just recently had become a 

Catholic, and was wondering what she would do with her life. While in 

Washington she visited the Basilica of the National Shrine of the 

Immaculate Conception and prayed about her own vocation. How could 

she reconcile her faith with her passion for justice and love for workers 

and the poor?  She prayed that she might “find something to do in the 

social order besides reporting conditions. I wanted to change them; not 

just to report them, but I had lost faith in revolution. I wanted to love my 

enemy, whether capitalist or communist.”
8
 

Before her conversion Dorothy had lived what she called a 

“disorderly life.” As a young woman she had had an abortion, and later 

had a child out of wedlock to a man she loved but never married, for he 

did not believe in marriage. After her conversion she had become both an 

obedient member as well as a severe challenger of the Catholic Church. 

In the Basilica she prayed to discover a holy work that would truly be her 
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8
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own. In her autobiography, The Long Loneliness, she wrote, “There I 

offered up a special prayer which came with tears and with anguish, that 

some way would open up for me to use what talents I possessed for my 

fellow workers, for the poor.”
9
 

The very next day, on her return to New York, the French émigré, 

Peter Maurin, a former Christian Brother, peasant and philosopher of 

labour, appeared at her apartment door. Her prayer had been heard! 

Dorothy came to see Peter as her Heaven-sent guide; who modelled for 

her a daring Christian witness in response to the social cruelties of the 

Great Depression.  

In 1933, this holy and mysteriously matched pair founded the 

Catholic Worker Movement. Peter was 36 and Dorothy was 26 years old. 

The first social encyclical by Pope Leo XIII was extant at that time, but 

Dorothy, like most Catholics, had never even heard of encyclicals, let 

alone one with social teaching. It was Peter who brought the social 

teachings of the Church to Dorothy, as well as his understanding of 

Church history, the prophets of Israel, the Fathers of the Church, the 

Thomistic doctrine of the common good, and The Sermon on the Mount, 

whose sayings he called the “shock maxims” of the gospel. It was Peter 

who brought the idea of a newspaper called The Catholic Worker to 

popularize his program of action of round-table discussions, houses of 

hospitality and farms, including land reform. 

 The envisioned houses of hospitality would be safe places where 

the poor would be fed, clothed, and sheltered at no cost. The first House 

of Hospitality opened in 1933. In no time thirty-three Catholic Worker 

houses and farms dotted the country. Today over 130 Catholic Worker 

communities exist in thirty-two American states and eight countries, 

including Canada.  

When I had the privilege of attending a conference for women 

religious leaders in Rome we had an audience with the pope, whose 

address was in Italian. Although I do not understand Italian, I did pick up 

two words, mystico and prophetico. In his short address he seemed to 

repeat them more than once. Later in reading the translated text I 

discovered I had understood correctly. Pope Benedict was calling us to be 

mystics and prophets. The church and the world need us to be so—all of 

us, not just some of us. We are not only to be individual mystics and 

prophets but also members of mystical and prophetic communities. That 

is what the church needs today, and what the world needs us to be, 

                                                 
9
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mystical-prophetic witnesses. The world needs contemplatives who see 

the world as God sees it, with God’s soft, long-seeing eyes. That’s the 

mystic dimension. Thus, real contemplatives critique any system, either 

church or state, that denies any people the fullness of creation. That’s the 

prophetic dimension. 

There is an old saying that women get bolder as they get older. 

With regard to my own order, I thought, Let it be so with us. After all, 

we’re Sisters who carry in our name a trust in Providence; we should be 

among the boldest women in the world.  

So where does beauty fit in? I think it fits in the work. Catholic 

Worker thinking explains that we don’t come to help the poor but to join 

them, even in their loneliness. Dorothy Day discovered the cure for her 

own loneliness in her fellowship of lonely friends, a fellowship that 

makes the friends less lonely. Dorothy spoke and still speaks to our 

lonely hearts today. In the postscript to her autobiography, “The Long 

Loneliness,” she wrote: “We cannot love God unless we love each other. 

We know him in the breaking of the bread and we are not alone anymore. 

Heaven is a banquet and life is a banquet too—even with a crust . . . We 

have all known the long loneliness, and we have learned that the only 

solution is love, and that love comes with community.”
10

 

From this supportive community Dorothy was able to continue 

her prophetic work as well. She was active in the anti-war movement, 

and she joined workers’ strikes, even the Catholic gravediggers’ strike, 

offering them financial, moral, legal and editorial support. Seeing 

injustice or stupidity, she did something about it. At seventy-five years of 

age she was arrested for protesting with Cesar Chavez and the United 

Farm Workers in California. As much as Day loved farm life, she felt 

obliged to make sure the house of hospitality in the city remained a 

refuge, serving with humility the droves of desperate poor who came to 

her door and crying for “a new society in the shell of the old.”  

She appropriated the motto of the Wobblies (The Industrial 

Workers of the World): “An injury to one is an injury to all.” This sounds 

like the maxim of geologian Thomas Berry who often said that what we 

do to the earth we do to all. This also echoes the Apostle Paul whose 

concept of the mystical Body of Christ meant that if one member suffers; 

all suffer. The same could be said of the solidarity in labour movements. 

One experience that Dorothy described in the November 1936 

issue of the Catholic Worker illumines the practical way that the 

mystical-prophetic dimension affected her life: 
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As I waited for the traffic light on the way to the Seamen’s 

Defense Committee headquarters, I was idly saying my rosary, 

which was handy in my pocket. The recitation was more or less 

automatic, when suddenly a bright light, like a joyful thought, 

the words Our Father pierced my heart. To all those who were 

about me, to all the passersby, to the longshore men idling 

about the corner, black and white, to the striking seamen I was 

going to see, I was a kin, for we were all children of a Common 

Father, all creatures of One Creator, and Catholic or Protestant, 

Jew or Christian, Communist or non-Communist, bound 

together with this tie. We cannot escape the recognition of the 

fact that we are all brothers. Whether a man believes in Jesus 

Christ, his Incarnation, his life here with us, his Crucifixion or 

Resurrection, whether or not a man believes in God, the fact 

remains that we are all children of one Father. Meditation on 

this fact makes hatred and strife between brothers the more to 

be opposed. The work we must do is to strive for peace and 

concordance rather than hatred or strife.
11

 

 

In Loaves and Fishes she wrote: “Poverty is a strange and elusive 

thing. I have tried to write about its joys and sorrows, for thirty years 

now; and I could probably write about it for another thirty without 

conveying what I feel about it. I condemn poverty and I advocate it; 

poverty is simple and complex at once; it is a social phenomenon and a 

personal matter. Poverty is an elusive thing and a paradoxical one.”
12

 

Voluntary poverty like voluntary chastity connects us to the unseen 

Beloved One in a most intimate way. 

Dorothy believed that beauty was not just for the affluent. There 

is an interesting story of a donor coming into the offices of the Catholic 

Worker, and giving Dorothy a diamond ring. Dorothy thanked her for it 

and put it in her pocket. Later, a rather demented lady, one of the more 

irritating regulars at the house, came in. Dorothy took the diamond ring 

out of her pocket and gave it to the woman. Someone on the staff said to 

Dorothy, “Wouldn’t it have been better if we took the ring to the diamond 

exchange, sold it, and paid that woman’s rent for a year?” Dorothy 

replied that the woman had her dignity and could do what she liked with 

the ring. She could sell it for rent money or take a trip to the Bahamas. Or 

she could enjoy wearing a diamond ring on her hand like the woman who 
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gave it away. “Do you suppose,” Dorothy asked, “that God created 

diamonds only for the rich?”
13

 Mystics and prophets have a way of 

turning the tables, empowering the ostracized, don’t they? These folk 

have a knack of exposing the tears in the social fabric, letting the light of 

the gospel come through, and envisioning new ways of mending them. 

I remember a friend who was giving a talk on poverty and she 

was struggling with the word “Justice.” She didn’t like it. I could tell. So 

she wanted to use a “softer” word like compassion. Suddenly a woman 

jumped up from the back to say, “When I can’t feed my kids and pay the 

rent at the end of the month, it’s not your compassion that I want, Sister. 

It’s justice!” You see the difference. Poverty is a nightmare! Justice asks 

the tough questions. Justice demands the truth.  

A dear friend, the late Sister Peggy Flanagan, a mystic-prophet in 

her own right, used to say that it is good to give to those less fortunate, 

near and abroad, the crumbs that fall from the table of plenty, but there 

will come a time when the poor around the world will rightly demand a 

seat at that table. That is only just. 

One of the greatest learnings for me when I ministered in our 

Justice and Peace Office was that poverty, the greatest social evil in our 

world today—affecting health, education, family life, and peace—also 

has a political aspect, and is not necessarily the result of individual moral 

failure or poor life choices only. Poverty is the result of governments and 

corporations that idolize the market, and put profits before not only 

people but indeed before all creation. It is not by chance that people are 

poor. So we too have to be political, and attentive to what’s going on. We 

need to draw on the mystic within for courage, and be prophetic-critical 

thinkers by making connections and asking the tough questions 

intelligently. We need to be responsible and get involved. After all, we 

are all one anyway. A community or society is always judged by how it 

treats its most vulnerable, its poorest. We need to learn to be a voice for 

the voiceless. Mahatma Gandhi said: “No matter what you do, it will be 

insignificant; but it is very important that you do it.”
14

 

Attentive to the mystical-prophetic dimension within, let us in 

our ministries continue to be and do “something beautiful for God.” 
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GLIMPSES OF REVELATION: FAITH, BEAUTY AND THE ARTS 

by Gesa Elsbeth Thiessen 

 

Has theology become more perfect because theologians have 

become more prosaic?” Karl Rahner once asked with some 

urgency; and he added: “what has become of the times when 

the great theologians also wrote hymns?
1
  

 

Rahner asserted that theology can only be regarded as complete if it 

includes all the arts as an integral part in its discipline. Indeed, the arts 

ought to be nothing less than an intrinsic moment of theology. This 

integration he considered essential since art can be a deep, authentic 

expression of the human person, and because theology and the arts both 

refer to the transcendental nature of the human being. Significantly, in 

relation to the visual arts he concluded: “If theology is simply and 

arbitrarily defined as being identical with verbal theology . . .  we would 

have to ask whether such a reduction of theology to verbal theology does 

justice to the value and uniqueness of these arts, and whether it does not 

unjustifiably limit the capacity of these arts to be used by God in his 

revelation.”
2
  

 

Religion and Art 

Since the 1980s, the relationship between faith and the arts has become 

an important and widely recognized subject in theology. When I began 

my own studies on this subject there were few books available. Today 

students find extensive bibliographies, offering an ever-increasing 

number of interdisciplinary publications, some of which are quite specific 

studies, including theoretical and practical issues relating to 

contemporary arts, as well as artists and themes in history, and also the 

arts in relation to other world religions. The overall aim in these studies is 

to investigate how the arts are sources of revelatory-theological 

expression that can play an active role in stimulating, challenging, and 

expanding theological insight.  

Up to late medieval times, the church was, of course, the patron 

of the arts, employing leading architects for the design of magnificent 

places of worship and artists who would furnish churches with paintings 

and sculptures. Until the High Renaissance and Reformation, works of art 

contained predominantly Christian subject matter. As most followers of 

Christ were illiterate, art functioned as the biblia pauperum. Luther 
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valued art as a means of educating the faithful on theological matters and 

allowed for the presence of works of art in places of worship, while 

Zwingli and Calvin would strongly oppose these, leading to the second 

major wave of iconoclasm in church history. After the sixteenth century, 

partly influenced by the Reformation, and thus the onset of modernity 

with its turn to the human subject, and later the Enlightenment, religious 

iconography recedes, while history, landscape, portraiture and genre 

subjects would become central foci among artists.  

Our situation today is entirely changed; art no longer has the 

primary function to teach the uneducated their knowledge of the 

Christian faith, and in modern art Christian subject matter is on the 

periphery rather than at the centre. Yet, when it does appear, it can be 

significant and interesting because the artists, out of their own desire and 

choice, engage with the theme of faith. Naturally, artists enjoy much 

greater freedom in self-expression if they are working on a project not 

commissioned by the church. Such commissions today are much rarer 

than they once were. However, it has to be said that church leaders who 

employ artists today will usually try to respect artistic freedom as much 

as possible, even if there are limits, not only through different tastes and 

views but often simply through financial and other practical constraints. 

However, members of parish councils on occasions have quarrelled or 

even fallen out on the question about which artworks should be included 

in their places of worship.  

Such controversial discussions occurred centuries ago. One of 

the most famous examples is Michelangelo’s Last Judgement with its 

originally countless nude figures which in the wake of the Counter-

Reformation and the Council of Trent’s condemnation of nudity in 

religious art was regarded as objectionable to decorum and improper for 

a papal chapel. After Michelangelo’s death the Mannerist artist Daniele 

da Volterra was commissioned to paint drapery over the genitalia of the 

figures. During the 1980s the Last Judgement, along with other frescoes 

in the Sistine Chapel, was restored and about half of the figures which 

had come under the fig leaf censor were restored to their original. 

In our age, art is often associated with intellectual elites and, 

more often than not, with those who are not regular churchgoers or who 

have given up allegiance to the institutional churches altogether. For a 

wide public, sport has become a quasi-religion, while for a smaller public 

constituency the concert hall or the gallery functions as the “modern 

temple,” oases where subjective experiences of the transcendent are 

arrived at through the contemplation of visual and aural beauty.  
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 However, despite the development of art and aesthetics into 

numerous directions, the question of God, the life, death and resurrection 

of Jesus Christ, the life of Mary and other saints, and the quest for faith, 

hope, love and meaning in an age of fragmentation, frequently-felt 

isolation, and hopelessness, continue to occupy artists, even those like 

Picasso who might consider themselves agnostics or atheists. Picasso 

painted few images with religious subject matter, and some verge on the 

blasphemous. Yet, in 1930 he focused on this theme in a small, 

compressed, and colorful image with his typical distorted figures. Jesus 

and the Cross in the centre are indicated through a few lines against a 

white background, the traditional colour for purity and innocence. It has 

been suggested that this image may have foreshadowed his masterpiece, 

“Guernica,” a painting that Paul Tillich called “the greatest Protestant 

picture” since 1900, as it shows human estrangement with such force that 

the desire for reunion is clearly anticipated and implied.  

 For Tillich, Expressionism, more than other styles, was 

specifically religious as, he maintained, in it human estrangement as well 

as the hope for salvation are manifested.
3
 Indeed, in its depiction of 

human estrangement, violence, and suffering “Guernica” continues to be 

strikingly iconic into our own times, marked by suffering on a universal 

scale, with the Hiroshima bomb, on-going wars, genocides, 

unprecedented famines in the Southern hemisphere, as well as 

environmental catastrophes arising from human-made climate change.  

 War, violence, and suffering are repeatedly treated in Western 

contemporary art. It therefore does not come as a surprise that with 

regard to religious subject matter, the crucifixion, the supreme suffering 

of Christ on the cross, constitutes the most central theme in modern art 

with Christian subject matter. In some works, as in van Gogh or Gauguin, 

the artist him/herself may even identify with the person of Jesus as the 

one who is the outsider, the misunderstood—prepared to die for his/her 

beliefs rather than compromise. While many artists, e.g., Georges 

Rouault, Barnett Newman, Arnulf Rainer, focus on the suffering and 

death of Jesus, we do, nevertheless, find glimpses of the Christ of faith, 

the risen Christ who brings salvation into a fragmented world, as in 

“Doubting Thomas” by Emil Nolde, “Noli me Tangere” by Graham 
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Sutherland, and “The Risen Christ” by Elisabeth Frink, just to mention a 

few.
4
 

 

Imagination and Faith 
The creation and re-creation of images and their revelatory power form a 

vital link between artistic imagination and faith, theology and the arts. 

The creative imagination is central to the work of the artist as well as in 

the expressions of religious faith, i.e., in sacred writings, theology, and 

worship, and in music, liturgical art, and sacred dance, etc. It is the power 

of the imagination that enables us to perceive something of the 

transcendent, to deal with and transform reality, to pray, and to disclose 

and discover glimpses of ultimate reality. While the imagination and 

images have concerned Christian theologians since the early church, in 

recent years, with the rapid expansion of the field of theology and the 

arts, their role has been considered by a number of theologians such as 

Paul Tillich, who pioneered engaging modern art from a theological 

perspective. 

Since Plato, the imagination would be viewed with suspicion 

through history. Scholars, poets, and artists have been well aware that the 

imagination inspires and is indispensable to making art, to science and 

scholarship; yet the imagination also could be seen as dangerous, even 

demonic, when misused for instigating the most appalling atrocities in 

human history. Still we are often too slow to acknowledge that the 

imagination is essential in any form of human endeavour. The symphonic 

inter-play of experience, intelligence, knowledge, skill, empathy and the 

imagination is essential to the creative processes of culture, as well as to 

the life of faith and the work of theology.  

Without acts of the imagination, and without vision, hope for 

transformation is unthinkable.
5
 It is precisely in a postmodern world 

deprived of all certainties, and in which the experience of immense 

human suffering is brought to mind daily, that the imagination is urgently 

needed. The power of the imagination as a creative faculty enables us to 

perceive anew—whether in human relationships, politics, economics, 

religion, theology, or the arts. As Jean Paul Sartre put it, the imagination 

                                                 
4
 Cf. Richard Harries who discusses modern and contemporary images of Christ 

in his recent The Image of Christ in Modern Art (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013). 

His emphasis is on British art. 
5
 Cf. Dermot Lane, Keeping Hope Alive, Stirrings in Christian Eschatology 

(Dublin: Gill and Macmillan, 1996), 123-31. 
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is the ability to think of what is not. This act of imagining happens 

predominantly through symbols and metaphors both in the artistic realm 

and in the life of faith. 

Transformed being, glimpses of the eschatological kingdom of 

God realized through liberation, justice, peace and the care of creation, as 

well as eternity's ultimate transcendence and fulfillment, need to be 

imagined. This can happen in the more systematic, conceptual work of 

the theologian, or in the immediacy of the sensuous composition of the 

artist. With regard to the call to a transformed vision, David Tracy’s 

observation that religious language occurs basically in two forms, the 

prophetic (proclamation) and the mystical (manifestation) is instructive.
6
 

In both their mystical and prophetic expressions artistic imagination and 

religious faith seem most obviously connected. Frank Burch Brown 

points out: “The art that has the greatest religious significance is not 

necessarily the art of institutional religion but rather that art which 

happens to discern what religion in its institutional or personal forms 

needs most to see.”
7  

In recognizing the connection between art and theology, we need 

to bear in mind that they are not the same. While visual art is immediate, 

sensuous, metaphorical, and fictive, theology, as an academic subject 

bears the scientific traits of clarity, systematic method, and consistency. 

Art cannot be translated into another mode, otherwise its raison d’ȇtre as 

art would cease. Yet, Burch Brown, like Rahner, notes that art in its own 

way can be theology, as it expresses something of the divine in its own 

specific power and fashion. It is precisely in the tension, sometimes in the 

opposition, that occurs between the work of art and the norms of 

theology and Christian faith that art may be of true relevance and 

contribute—not as an ancilla theologiae, but as an equal partner in the 

work of theology. For example, it is one thing to write a theological 

exposition on the meaning of the incarnation in the history of salvation; it 

is another to be confronted with a striking visual image or sculpture of 

Jesus of Nazareth nailed to the cross. Both media capture something of 

the same event, yet the immediacy of a painting or sculpture may reveal 

in a more experiential, concrete, even shocking mode, the significance of 

the incarnate God, precisely through its sensate materiality and visual 

                                                 
6
 David Tracy, Dialogue with the Other: The Inter-Religious Dialogue, Louvain 

Theological and Pastoral Monographs (Louvain: Peters and Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1990), 17-26. 
7
 Frank Burch Brown, Religious Aesthetics: A Theological Study of Making and 

Meaning (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989), 111. 
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impact. However, it also has to be said that the meaning of a work of art 

with Christian iconography can only be understood by those who have 

some prior knowledge of the Christian story. 

Art then has the capacity to expand our sense of truth and our 

understanding of theological issues. Indeed, in this way artistic 

imagination can reveal to religious faith something about transcendent 

reality. It shows reality as it is and as it may be transformed, and thus 

may transform the viewpoint of the person who encounters it. It is here 

that art can attain an eschatological dimension, and thus may become a 

source of challenge and truth, hope and consolation, anticipating 

salvation.  

 

Beauty 

Finally, in the context of theology, imagination and the arts, their links, 

and their ways of opening up glimpses of the divine, it seems appropriate 

to conclude with some thoughts on the notion of beauty. Beauty was a 

central category in early Christian and medieval theology, as it was 

considered intrinsic to the perception of God. However, in modern art 

and aesthetics, it is no longer central. In fact, in the twentieth century, an 

aesthetic countering a normative standard of beauty, and even an 

aesthetic of the ugly developed, and has been fostered by some artists and 

art critics. This development is not surprising in the face of the nuclear 

threat, world wars, Auschwitz, nihilism, and horrendous acts of racist, 

sectarian and sexual violence daily all over the world. In the context of an 

increasingly fragmented and cynical age, an interest in beauty thus 

receded into the background in a self-conscious postmodern art world 

with its frequent promotion of irony and pastiche.  

Yet beauty is more than what is simply pleasant to the eye or ear, 

or gives us mere pleasure. Beauty is not prettiness; it is more profound, 

and maybe it is time to look at it anew. Looking back in history, the early 

Christians perceived the universals of beauty, truth, and goodness as 

belonging together and as signs of the revelation of the perfect, 

immeasurable beauty, truth, and goodness of the divine. Beauty was seen 

as objective, intelligible, and always connected to spiritual and moral 

purification. Beauty attracts and can instill love. The good, the true, and 

the beautiful cannot be thought of as apart from one another, as God in 

Godself is supreme beauty, goodness and truth. In Platonic fashion, 

Augustine and Aquinas would emphasize how beauty includes symmetry, 

proportion, and clarity. Chaos cannot be beautiful. Beauty thus relates to 

the cosmos; the individual parts of the cosmos are deemed beautiful and 

make up its total beauty.  
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 Influenced by Neo-Platonism and also by Gnosticism, Pseudo-

Dionysius achieved a synthesis on the idea of beauty in early Christian 

thought as he integrated Neo-Platonist, biblical, and patristic writings. In 

his apophatic, mystical theology he would develop the symbolism of 

light, whereby the supreme light is the Good itself that radiates in every 

mind. Beauty is the source of everything that is beautiful, and it unites 

everything. Thus, all creatures yearn for God who is absolute Beauty and 

Goodness. To this day these fundamental ideas on beauty, originating in 

Greek philosophy and developed in patristic and medieval times, 

continue to inspire theologians to greater or lesser extents.  

 Moving into contemporary theological aesthetics, the Orthodox 

theologian David Bentley Hart points out—with reference to Hans Urs 

von Balthasar whose whole oeuvre was perceived in terms of a 

theological aesthetics—how beauty always has the power to cross 

boundaries: between the transcendent and the immanent, the ideal and the 

real, the natural and the supernatural. Echoing the early Church fathers, 

he notes how beauty evokes desire and is known through desire.
8
  Thus 

he asserts that the trinitarian love of God, and the love God asks of us, is 

eros and agape at once—“a desire for the other that delights in the 

distance of otherness,” i.e., which values the goodness and being of the 

other.  

If beauty in its myriad appearances is able to cross boundaries 

and is known through desire, while respecting the other at the same time, 

it becomes clear how closely it is linked to the realm of the imagination, 

for imagination has the power to do something similar in its ability to 

create, envisage and yearn for new possibilities and transformations in all 

spheres of life, including eternal life in the eschaton and salvation. Both 

the artistic and the theological imagination may provide us with 

possibilities for facing and reflecting on this world with its relentless 

challenges. In so doing they may reveal to us glimpses of beauty that 

remind us that life has worth and ultimate meaning, and thus that our 

faith in, and desire for, God, who is ultimate Beauty, is not in vain.  

 

                                                 
8
 David Bentley Hart, The Beauty of the Infinite: The Aesthetics of Christian 

Truth (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 18-21. 



 

FROM THE HEART 

 

SOMETHING GOD ALONE CAN DO 

by Ross Carson 

 

Communion stewards often have faithfully prepared the elements for 

Communion for many years. However, the practice of more frequent 

celebration of Communion—in my case seven times a year—has 

occasionally required another volunteer or two to take a turn providing 

the bread and grape juice, and, after service, to clean up. Sometimes that 

extra volunteer has been the minister! Occasionally, my preparations 

would entail baking the bread. Grape juice was purchased, but the bread 

was baked from a favourite recipe for short-cake. A tweak to the recipe 

was to halve the liquid amount, and in its place use honey for moisture. 

And, if a darker coloured honey was used, then the bread would have a 

golden colour. My motivation for doing so was my hunch that the body 

of Christ would have a “regally sweet” taste. The original United Church 

method of distributing the bread in Communion, waiting until everyone 

was served, and then receiving together at the spoken words, “Jesus 

Christ, the Bread of Life,” felt truly sacred. Remaining in the Spirit 

continued as the elders solemnly distributed the grape juice. 

The “real presence” of Christ in the sacrament of Communion 

has been a source of contention.  My training upheld the belief that Christ 

is present in the congregation gathered around the elements. Modern 

Zwinglian scholars speak of the transubstantiation of the worshipping 

congregation into the body of Christ through the invisible activity of the 

Holy Spirit.
1
 As a result I developed a pattern, just before sharing the 

bread or drinking from the cup, of repeating a phrase or a clause from the 

sermon. I might say, “God will counsel us,” or “God breathes God’s 

Spirit upon us.” The words were never written down in advance. They 

were chosen spontaneously from what had been proclaimed moments 

earlier. The Holy Spirit was present as the Word of God proclaimed was 

linked to the Word of God enacted. This was confirmed afterwards by 

those who felt everything was woven together.  Throughout a long career 

in congregational ministry I was never criticized for elongating the 

moments of real presence in Christ. 

However, as Ulrich Zwingli before me, I am vulnerable to the 

Lutheran critique that I have subtly transformed faith into a work. I will 

confess that, from time to time, I had to work to decide what words to 

say. As the glasses of grape juice were being distributed, I would be glad 

of the moments to think about what should be said before “Jesus Christ, 

                                                 
1
 David C. Steinmetz, “Scripture and the Lord’s Supper in Luther’s Theology,” 

Interpretation 37, no. 3 (1983): 258. 
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the True Vine.” Once the words came to mind, my anxiety would ease. 

However, the criticism could be that I have made faith a condition of 

receiving Communion.
2
   

Martin Luther would remind me that Communion is a one-sided 

covenant in which the terms are both set and fulfilled by the God who is 

gracious to the church. The condition for putting the covenant into effect 

is the life-blood spilled of the covenant-maker, not the faith of the 

beneficiary. The role of faith is to grasp the promise under the 

sacrament—not make the promise effective. The word “under” is 

important. For Luther the miracle is that Christ is present “in, with, and 

under” the elements of bread and wine. Because the flesh of Jesus Christ 

is the form “under” which the Second Person of the Trinity is hidden, so 

the bread and the wine are “forms” under which the real presence of 

Christ is hidden.
3
 Yes, some may judge grape juice not to be as glorious 

as wine, but the “real presence” does occur, however hidden.     

I wonder if Luther would agree with me when I consider 

expanding the locations where the “real presence” of Christ can be 

experienced. Certainly, Luther has a wonderful understanding of the 

ubiquitous presence of God, the true child, the Second Person of the 

Trinity. Once incarnate, Christ does cease from life in the body, 

transformed though it must be. Christ remains in space and time. Zwingli 

argued differently. According to Zwingli, Christ’s ascension is the last act 

in the narrative of the Word becoming flesh: the incarnation, the 

crucifixion, the resurrection, and then the ascension to the right hand of 

God in heaven. Instead, Luther believed that Christ’s “real presence” 

remains in this world and that what happened in Christ’s ascension is a 

change in the manner of his earthly presence. Prior to the ascension 

Christ could walk and sleep, and in the end be betrayed and arrested and 

killed. After the ascension Christ can only be found where Christ has 

bound himself by his word to be: “in the bread and the wine and the 

water.”
4
 Luther taught that the real presence of Jesus Christ is universally 

accessible through preaching and the sacraments. 

My expanding sense of Christ’s presence depends on the verse, 

“For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among 

them” (Matt 18:20). My desire is to free the real presence from being 

constricted into a too narrow understanding of the means of grace. For 

example, interactions amongst people can be the locus where Christ 
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3
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4
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displaces an evil spirit with a good spirit. I am thinking of a series of 

workshops led by the recently deceased Rev. Dr. Donald Evans, first held 

at the Centre for Christian Studies on Charles Street in Toronto, when a 

visualization exercise was used to address something in our own 

characters which needed to be removed. As a younger man, the 

behavioural pattern I wanted to curtail was “an objectification of 

women.” My visualization entailed imagining my canoe on a fast moving 

river striking broadside a mostly submerged rock and pivoting sideways, 

tipping sufficiently, and filling with water. What trouble even in a 

visualization! Then the exercise was repeated, only this time with the 

invitation for Christ to be present. In my visualization Christ lifted the 

boulder out of the water and carried it to the shore, and then I felt a 

stream of “energy” flowing through me. Things spiritual can feel very 

tangible. My objectification of women ceased. Another experience had a 

more “warfare” feel, and that which was present needed to be 

commanded to leave. A radiant light sparkling with love came upon that 

which was unholy. For me such experiences were of God and no one 

else. They helped to shape my faith that there are some things God alone 

can do. The means of God’s grace are wider than an institutional cult. 

A wider sense of the real presence also comes from Henri 

Nouwen, who wrote in 1979 that art helped him to experience Christ. 

Standing at the Louvre in front of Rembrandt’s painting of “Christ at 

Emmaus,” Nouwen saw both the ecstatic and intimate person of Jesus. In 

a letter to John Luther Adams, a colleague at the Harvard Divinity 

School, Nouwen wrote that those moments were “church” for him; that 

looking at the painting took him to the table in that Emmaus home.
5
 God 

alone enabled him to fall into the painting, and for Christ to be present to 

him, tangibly, really, spiritually. Further, Rembrandt’s painting of the 

“Return of the Prodigal Son” is especially poignant when we remember 

that the “Father” is drawn by a Rembrandt who had already experienced 

the death of most of his own children. How tenderly the prodigal is 

embraced. To fall into this art image is to feel how hands, both the 

female-like right hand and the male-like left hand, welcome us to the life 

divine.
6
 

Grace also teaches that God can speak through those unfamiliar 

with the Christian faith. Again, help comes from Martin Luther who 
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interprets God’s transcendence and immanence not in terms of “up” and 

“down,” but in terms of nearness and accessibility. For Luther, God is 

near: this is God’s immanence.   

Wherever a person turns, the immediate presence of God is “in, 

with and under” all human experience. But God is there for me, that is, 

God is accessible, only where God has bound God’s self by God’s 

promise to be. This is God’s transcendence. The real presence of Christ in 

Word and Sacrament and Pastoral Care allows us to transcend a quotidian 

nearness of God in which we live and move and have our being, and 

translates us into an experience of God’s presence as graciously 

accessible and saving.
7
 And yet, in today’s ethnically and religious 

diverse society a moment of real presence can happen unexpectedly, 

without any sacramental preparation. In a book review the comment is 

made that living in a multi-religious society invites the Christian 

community to come to a better understanding of the God they believe in, 

to share the Good News of the grace they have received in Christ . . . and 

to be open to the possibility of God speaking through the person of other 

faith in unfamiliar ways . . .
8
 Thus, at the Five Oaks Retreat Centre in 

southwestern Ontario, while visiting with a First Nations’ elder, I shared 

my thought that Peacemaker and Hiawatha together felt like a Christ 

figure: Peacemaker being the divine side of Christ and Hiawatha being 

the human side.
9
 The elder replied, “Peacemaker is so much like Jesus.”   

Finally, faith too is something God alone can do. The power of 

God for salvation keeps us from being ashamed of the gospel (Rom 

1:16). A measure of this is to be in the pew and to rub shoulders with 

those who might give one pause. But, it is the realization that those others 

might feel pause at being with me that cracks me open to the possibility 

of what God alone can do. Opportunities for reconciliation do come and 

by faith the power is given for a caring communion. Holding me together 

as both sinner and saint is something God alone can do. The union in 

which God in Christ is with us and for us, and in which we are with God 

and for God in that same Person, produces spiritual enthusiasm and a 

hope for life in God.  
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PROFILE 

 

WINNIFRED FLETCHER THOMAS: “THE MOST 

INFLUENTIAL WOMAN IN THE UNITED CHURCH” 

by William Haughton 

 

Winnifred Fletcher Thomas was a 

Canadian church leader of considerable 

importance and stature in the early and 

mid-twentieth century. She was 

variously a key founder of Canadian 

Girls in Training (CGIT), a university-

level faculty member, and a prominent 

leader in The United Church of Canada 

for over thirty years. As such, she is not 

unknown, but it is also fair to say that 

she is not known widely enough. I hope 

this profile will demonstrate her 

significance as a leading woman of her 

times, and that it will give her story the 

greater historical prominence it 

deserves.  

 

Early Life and Academic Career 

Thomas was born 19 November 1884 on Prince Edward Island. Her 

parents were Agnes (Lawson) (1852-1944) and the Reverend Wallace B. 

Thomas (1848-1926), a Methodist minister of the New Brunswick and 

Prince Edward Island Conference. She was baptized 10 June 1885 on the 

St. James circuit, in southwestern New Brunswick by a colleague of her 

father, the Reverend Robert Duncan.
1
 During her childhood her family 

moved frequently due to her father’s itinerant ministry and her adolescent 

years were spent in Albert County, in southeastern New Brunswick, and 

on Prince Edward Island. As a young woman, she attended the 

academically renowned Prince of Wales College in Charlottetown, before 

studying at Mount Allison University, from which she received a 

Bachelor of Arts degree, in 1908.
2
  

Mount Allison was a natural fit for Thomas, and played a major 

part in her life for several years. As a Methodist institution, it offered a 
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reduced tuition to the children of the Church’s ministers. What is more, 

Mount Allison had been the first university in the British Empire to grant 

a degree to a woman—to Grace Anne Lockhart in 1875—and it had 

developed a good reputation for providing higher education to women in 

a day when that was still uncommon.
3
 The University was also as “close 

to home” as possible, in southeastern New Brunswick. Upon her 

graduation, the student newspaper The Argosy referred to Thomas as “a 

favourite” on campus. She was the vice-president of her class, president 

of the Y.W.C.A. student association, an outstanding academic student, a 

hard worker, a fine athlete who loved basketball and ice-skating, a 

despiser of most fads, yet “full of fun” and “the jolliest of companions.”
4
 

From 1910 to 1916, Thomas went on to serve on the faculty at Mount 

Allison, teaching Bible, History and Essays.
5
 

 

Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) Service 

In 1916 Thomas left her teaching role at Mount Allison to take on the 

position of Eastern Student Secretary for the YWCA—an organization in 

which she had been a participant since her student days. One year later 

she shifted to the role of National Girls’ Work Secretary. Before, during 

and after her years on staff at the YWCA, Thomas was a key leader in the 

creation and evolution of CGIT, a remarkable program that has 

influenced thousands of girls and women to the present day, including 

some very prominent Canadians who got their first taste of leadership in 

that setting.
6
 

 In 1915 Thomas and three other YWCA participants began 

discussing the possibility of a new organization for teenage girls that 

would be akin to the new Trail Rangers and Tuxis groups for boys. These 

founders were convinced that girls needed and deserved an equivalent 

program tailored to girls, and which would provide, similarly, the 

intentional preparation essential for serving the society at war. Like Trail 

Rangers and Tuxis, CGIT was to be based on the Canadian Standard 
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Efficiency Test, which encouraged high standards in four key areas of a 

young person’s life: the intellectual, spiritual, physical and social. Unlike 

the Girl Guides, however, which had come to Canada in 1910, CGIT was 

intended to be more democratic—rather than hierarchical—in leadership, 

less competitive (with no race for badges), more explicitly Christian and 

also distinctively Canadian.
7
 

 In 1917, Thomas and her fellow founders produced a booklet: 

Canadian Girls in Training: A Programme of Practical Suggestions for 

the Mid-Week Meetings of Sunday School Classes, Clubs, etc. for Teen-

Age Girls. The program was tested at sites in Ontario and subsequently 

presented to girls’ work conference-style gatherings across the country. 

An early, strategic decision was made to organize CGIT as a 

congregationally based program. The ideal was for groups of girls to 

meet on Sunday as a class and again mid-week, as CGIT, under the 

leadership of the same caring and gifted female mentor. Capitalizing on 

the social prominence and existing organizational structure of various 

Protestant churches proved effective. Between 1917 and 1920, 12,000 

girls joined CGIT in 1,200 groups. By 1925, almost 30,000 girls in 3,000 

groups, in 730 communities across Canada were “in Training.” Margaret 

Prang, a leading CGIT scholar, attributed this congregational direction to 

Thomas, who was deeply committed to church life and culture. Thomas 

was similarly influential in determining the spiritual curricula of CGIT, 

which borrowed heavily from the work of Canadian-bred, University of 

Chicago-trained New Testament scholar H.B. Sharman. Following 

Sharman, she emphasised critical reflection and study upon what came to 

be known as “the historical Jesus.” Her challenging, yet widely used, 

study, The Kingdom of God, encouraged personal reflection on the person 

of Jesus and what it might mean for girls “to commit themselves 

unreservedly to the extending of His Kingdom in the world.”
8
 

 

Denominational Service 

Following the Great War, the YWCA found itself in a severe financial 

crisis. As they were able, the mainline Protestant denominations began to 

assume direct responsibility for CGIT, and appointed staff for girls’ 

work.
9
 In 1920, for example, Thomas was appointed National Girls’ 

Work Secretary for the Methodist Church and carried on in much the 

                                                 
7
Prang, 158-59. 

8
Ibid., 164-66. 

9
Ibid., 161. 



60                                         T o u c h s t o n e  O c t o b e r  2 0 1 8  

  
same role as she had with the YWCA.

10
 This began a long and 

distinguished career as a church-based leader and administrator. 

 In 1923 the Methodists appointed Thomas to serve as (the first 

female) Principal of the Methodist National Training School, the 

institution that trained Deaconesses (now Diaconal Ministers). In her 

history of the school, Gwyn Griffith notes that Thomas “gave wise 

leadership” in the midst of what was a challenging, transitional time for 

its staff and students.
11

 After church union, the Methodist and 

Presbyterian training schools were merged to form one, the new United 

Church Training School. While the Principal of the former Presbyterian 

school, Jean MacDonald, was appointed to the same role in the new 

institution, Thomas was made Secretary of the General Council’s 

Committee on the Deaconess Order and Women Workers. In that role, 

she was responsible for the placement of female personnel in United 

Church ministries both at home and abroad. During this time, she also 

maintained a relationship with the new Training School, as a member of 

its Board and as a part of its teaching faculty. She was remembered 

fondly by her many students at the Training School for her “inspiring 

lectures punctuated with laughter, for cancelled assignments [as well as] 

for help and [for] information cheerfully given on many subjects”.
12

 

 In February, 1932 the Dominion Board of the Women’s 

Missionary Society (WMS) appointed Thomas as its General Secretary. 

This job brought with it a massive responsibility. When Thomas’s 

predecessor, Effie Jamieson, resigned to get married, the Dominion 

Board went looking for a supremely gifted and accomplished candidate 

to become arguably the leading female executive in the United Church. 

When Thomas took up her office in late September (#413 at the Wesley 

Building, 299 Queen St. West, Toronto), the WMS had 81,999 members 

nationwide, 188 missionaries in 54 stations internationally, and 106 

missionaries in 90 home fields.
13

 It also ran hospitals, schools, and other 

programs, published the periodical Missionary Monthly, and oversaw 
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programs for girls and young women in local churches.

14
 In addition to 

the executive administrative responsibilities in such a large and complex 

organization, Thomas was its pastor.  She was responsible for travelling 

across the church to meet the members, for speaking engagements and 

promotion, as well as for supervising the overall recruitment and care of 

its missionaries. In this pastoral element, she gained the respect and 

admiration of those whom she led. Katharine Hockin, for example, one of 

the renowned missionaries in United Church history, always noted with 

appreciation the gentle and caring way in which Thomas encouraged her 

in her sense of call. The WMS, under Thomas’s leadership, offered 

flexibility to Hockin and others that allowed them to become 

missionaries while balancing other personal responsibilities, such as the 

care of aging parents.
15

 

 During her tenure as General Secretary of the WMS, Thomas 

was able to make use of her gifts of scholarship and writing. She 

published several pamphlets containing studies and services of worship 

for small, mid-week groups such as congregational WMS units. In these 

pamphlets, we see similarities with Thomas’s CGIT literature. Both 

featured intense focus on the person of Jesus, intended to promote both 

critical enquiry and fervent faithfulness. Published in her retirement, The 

Christian’s Calling: Worship Services for Adults, for example, highlights 

recurring themes in her work: Jesus as Messiah, discipleship, missions, 

the church as Christians-gathered and the church as Christians-

scattered.
16

 Also typical of her work are these words addressed to the 

women of the WMS: 

 

If we are to be sincere and enthusiastic in our effort to help 

others know God as he has been revealed in Jesus Christ, we 

must constantly seek for ourselves a deeper Christian 

experience. It challenges us to live, to the full, the Christian life 

we are organized to share. It summons us to enter more actively 

in the extension of his Kingdom, here and now, that we may be 
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worthy, as missionary women, to share in carrying forward 

God’s purpose for the world.
17

 

Throughout her written work, Thomas displayed a liberal-evangelical 

theology, characteristic of the United Church in its early decades.
18

  

 In 1926, while still Secretary of the Committee on the Deaconess 

Order and Women Workers, Thomas asked, in a New Outlook article, 

“What voice are women to have in the Councils of the United Church?” 

Pointing out that “the United Church will be the poorer if it does not 

enlist in ever larger numbers the thinkers as well as the ‘doers’ among the 

women within its membership,” she envisioned three possible, though 

not mutually exclusive, directions: that women would become more fully 

integrated into the life and courts of the church, that women would focus 

on matters such as social service and Christian education through parallel 

organizations (perhaps “shadow churches”
19

), and/or that the various 

women’s organizations might form a union by which one national 

organization would work within the wider church.
20

  

In various ways, Thomas provided leadership towards the best in 

each of these directions. Marilyn Färdig Whiteley notes that as early as 

the Second World War, while still General Secretary of the WMS, 

Thomas encouraged greater cooperation between the WMS and the 

Woman’s Association (WA).
21

 In 1953, very shortly after Thomas’s 

retirement, the General Council began working toward the goal of 

integration, with the result that the WMS and WA were merged in 1962 to 

form the United Church Women (UCW). While this was a good idea in 

theory, and indeed while good has come out of this union, no doubt 

Thomas would grieve, as many others have, the loss, of such remarkable 

WMS features as its focus on personal and group study, the intentional 

mentorship of younger generations it enabled, and the close connections 

it fostered with missionaries and missions, a loss that unfolded in the 

years following the merger.
22
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Winnifred Thomas, Living in and for the Kingdom of God (Toronto: The 

Women’s Missionary Society of the United Church of Canada, 1946), 1. 
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20, no. 2 (May 2002): 6-22. 
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Thomas had a considerable impact on the WMS in her years as 

General Secretary and, by extension, the wider church. Prang has argued 

that she was, in these years, “probably the most influential woman in the 

United Church.”
23

 By the time of her retirement in 1952, membership in 

the WMS and its affiliated groups had grown to 232,084 and its receipts 

had doubled, to over $1,500,000.
24

 Throughout her time in leadership, 

she remained an active member of several Boards within the United 

Church, such as the Committee on Overseas Relief and, ecumenically, 

such as the Women’s Inter-Church Council. In 1945 Mount Allison 

University, her alma mater, granted Thomas an honorary Doctor of Laws. 

Throughout her distinguished career, the convocation heard, “she has 

been a faithful and outstanding worker.”
25

 

 

Later Life and Significance 
From 1923 to 1942 Thomas maintained her residence in an apartment at 

the Methodist/United Church Training School, 135 St. Clair Ave. East, 

until that building was sold, and the school moved to Charles St., 

adjacent to Victoria College. In their retirement, her parents moved from 

the Maritimes to Toronto and lived with her until their deaths.
26

 

Following her own retirement, Thomas moved, with her friend Constance 

Chappell, to Kaufman Cottage, Cheltenham, Ontario, “the rest home for 

deaconesses.”
27

 Thomas died 31 December 1968 and her remains are 

interred in Toronto’s Prospect Cemetery alongside her parents.
28

 

It is difficult to overstate Thomas’s significance for church and 

society in Canada. Because she was a driving force behind the CGIT 

movement and “women’s work” in the United Church, as well as a 

teacher at both Mount Allison University and the Methodist/United 

Church Training School, she influenced vast numbers of people, 

particularly women, directly or indirectly. Younger women, whom she 
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mentored and who later built on her legacy, called her “magnificent” and 

“awe-inspiring.”
29

 

From a broad historical perspective, Phyllis Airhart describes 

Thomas as an exemplar of the massive importance denominational staff 

came to play in the program delivery and organizational structure of the 

United Church.
30

 Prang and Griffith have both argued that she was, in 

large part, the intellectual and creative energy behind the establishment of 

CGIT.
31

 Tellingly, when the United Church Training School was renamed 

in 1961, it was very nearly named Thomas College, in honour of her 

teaching career and leadership.
32

 

For those of us who would seek to learn from the story of 

Thomas’s life, elements of her experience remain a cautionary tale. While 

we rightly celebrate all she was able to accomplish and the positive 

impact she had on many women, as well as the embryonic social changes 

that began to allow these things to happen, we ought also to remember, 

with some regret, the limitations that remained in place on a woman in 

her times. While acknowledging that she was “a real power in the 

church,” a former (male) moderator also labelled her “matronizing” and 

“somewhat prissy.”
33

 Even in the flattering remarks made in the citation 

for her honorary doctorate from Mount Allison, she was referred to as “a 

faithful and outstanding worker”—in notable contrast to the hope she had 

expressed years earlier, in the 1926 article quoted above, that women 

would be affirmed as “thinkers” as much as “doers.” While she excelled 

academically and in her working career, the options open to her as a 

woman became significantly more limited—personally and 

professionally—precisely as she achieved more success. Perhaps Thomas 

herself would agree that while we cannot go backwards and change the 

past, we can and should learn from it, warts and all. Further, rather than 

seeking, in a negative sense, to avoid the mistakes of the past, her 

example shows us the remarkable blessings that can come to church and, 

by extension, society, when the God-given gifts of all individuals—

women and men, boys and girls alike—are affirmed and allowed to 

flourish. 
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BOOK REVIEWS 

 

Worshiping with the Anaheim Vineyard:  The Emergence of 

Contemporary Worship  

Andy Park, Lester Ruth, Cindy Rethmeier. Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2017. Pp. 162. 

 

In most cases, worship is the primary activity of a community of faith. 

Worshipping with the Anaheim Vineyard is a survey of the origins and 

development of one faith community’s worship life. While it may seem 

pretentious to devote an entire volume to one isolated venture, it is clear 

that today’s “contemporary worship” has its roots in the impetuous 

growth of the Anaheim Vineyard. Much can be learned from the 

experiences of this flagship movement.   

This book is one of six volumes in the growing series The 

Church at Worship published by Eerdmans. This series, begun in 2010, 

seeks to trace the worship life of specific movements in the history of 

Christianity. The majority of the volumes focus on particular time periods 

and geographical locations (for example, Worship in Sixth-Century 

Constantinople), but this present volume is one of only two that lifts up 

the experiences of one specific congregation. Moreover, the influence of 

one person—John Wimber, the church’s pastor—proved pivotal to the 

success of the movement.     

The book is organized into three sections: Locating the 

Worshiping Community, Exploring the Worshiping Community, and 

Assisting the Investigation. Each section contains a variety of 

presentations: narrative descriptions, historical timelines, photographs, 

source documents, music, and charts to organize the material.   

To locate this particular worshipping community, comment and 

analysis on various aspects of worship is provided (including songs, 

sermons, major theological themes, orders of service and liturgical texts). 

The presentation and analysis is grounded in five core values upon which 

the Anaheim Community’s worship was built: Word-driven, Spirit-

driven, prophetically driven, pragmatically driven, and spiritually driven 

(44-45). 

The chapter on sermons in the Anaheim Vineyard contains 

several examples of the preaching of John Wimber. Interestingly, the 

early preaching—or “teaching” as it was referred to—tended to focus on 

“the three dimensions of a human person and how worship relates to 

each.” (87) The most extended sermonic example focuses on Wimber’s 

three realms or aspects of worship—body, soul, and spirit (91)—and the 

necessity for worship to encompass all three. While the concept seems 

helpful, this reviewer found Wimber’s use of these three words somewhat 
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confusing as, later, he presents the mind’s worship as an extension of the 

body’s worship (94), but then goes on to say that “the soul and the mind 

are the same realm” (95). One wonders about the conflation of these 

important aspects of a human being, particularly in light of Jesus’ Great 

Commandment to “love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with 

all your soul, and with all your mind” (Matt 22: 37).      

Several developments in the Anaheim Vineyard seemingly 

challenge some assumptions about worship held by many mainline 

Protestant churches. For example, the term “worship” in the Anaheim 

Vineyard came to mean the more specific time of extended musical 

praise at the beginning of each service, rather than a general term for the 

entire service itself. Another point of consideration is the geographical 

context of the Anaheim Vineyard. The writers admit that the movement 

sought to capitalize on the specific culture of Southern California, 

including casual dress (44). Would the movement have had the same 

effect in other contexts?          

Above all, throughout the volume, the primary goal of Anaheim 

Vineyard worship surfaces repeatedly: intimacy with God (3). The 

revolutionary change embodied was a shift away from language that 

speaks about God to worship forms directed to God. This reviewer was 

surprised to learn that the expectation of an intimate encounter with God 

in worship had its roots in the Friends (Quaker) church in Yorba Linda, 

California (9). It was from this particular Friends church in 1976 that the 

original leadership of the Anaheim Vineyard came. The values and 

practices of the Friends church also greatly influenced early practices in 

the Anaheim Vineyard, including the use of gentle, meditative, repetitive 

songs not requiring printed or projected words (32), and “an expectation 

for the Spirit’s work through all the people” (38). 

In the last chapter of the “Exploring the Worshiping Community” 

section, an interesting chart is presented that seeks to explain the 

community’s worship using examples of worship in the Bible (110). The 

chart attempts to locate acts such as meditating, kneeling, singing, 

speaking in tongues, lifting hands and dancing on a spectrum of praise 

with “Worship: Quiet” at one end and “Rejoicing: Loud Release of Joy” 

at the other, all the while citing specific biblical stories and references 

(110-111). This chapter culminates with John Wimber’s teaching about 

“Five Phases of Worship”: Call to Worship, Engagement, Expression, 

Visitation, and Giving of Substance (118-119). This teaching seems 

reflective of a more nuanced theology of worship after the Anaheim 

Vineyard had been in existence as a practising community for a number 

of years. 
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The volume concludes with three well organized guides for use 

in churches today. There is a devotional guide that selects topics and 

phrases from the book and relates them theologically and biblically; there 

is a study guide that small groups would find helpful in reflecting on a 

community’s worship life; and there is a “Guide for Different Disciplines 

and Areas of Interest” (132) that attempts to expand the wisdom of the 

volume for those interested in topics such as Evangelism and 

Discipleship, Spirituality, Church History, and Sociology of Religion.  

Amid the myriad books on the theory and practice of worship, it 

is refreshing to find a volume devoted to a detailed exploration of the 

revolutionary experience of one particular community as well as its 

impact on the development of worship practices in the last forty years in 

churches around the world. From this work, it seems almost any 

worshiping community could glean helpful insight for its own context.     

 

Michael Brooks,  

Port Nelson United Church, Burlington, ON. 

michaelbrooks@portnelsonunitedchurch.com 
 
 

The Virtual Body of Christ in a Suffering World 

Deanna A. Thompson. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2016. Pp. x 

+131. 

 

Thompson's work takes seriously the availability and applicability of 

digital technology and its possible applications in serving the church, the 

body of Christ. Her goal with this text is to “propose a vision” of how 

churches can use digital tools—primarily internet-based networks and 

social media—to assist and care for the body of Christ in the world (10). 

This text is grounded in Thompson’s personal experience, as well 

as case studies. In addition, she draws on the work of many other 

scholars—theological and sociological. According to Thompson, the 

digital world provides another context for the question of Christ and 

culture (10). She argues that the relief of suffering is closely tied to being 

able to share and express that pain (5). Thus, technology that allows us to 

communicate has the potential to alleviate some suffering. 

Thompson goes about her inquiry systematically: first by 

considering social networks, their interaction with sociology and 

technology, and how they can help those who suffer; second by engaging 

with Scripture and considering the virtual communities described therein, 

and addressing scholarly critiques of virtual communities; and third, by 

mailto:michaelbrooks@portnelsonunitedchurch.com
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discussing the practical ways in which one can use virtual networks to 

“cultivate attention” and “practice intentional presence” (11). Thompson 

considers technology to have great potential for the care of others, 

viewing the Internet as a great cloud of witnesses (4). She acknowledges 

that with the ever-expanding nature and prevalence of technology in our 

lives, churches are going to have to re-evaluate and rethink their local 

and universal boundaries (7). 

Technology, for all its potential, Thompson argues, is not a 

neutral thing. It is more than “just a tool” (16). When it comes to creating 

and maintaining social connections, the capacity for “strong” and “weak” 

ties exists in both the virtual and physical world (17). This claim is 

further advanced by her conviction that we are always in the real world, 

even when we’re on-line (24). The technology we use to communicate is 

radically changing the ways in which humans interact with one another, 

and how we create knowledge (13). 

Delving next into Scripture, Thompson focuses on Paul and his 

letters—a virtual medium, she notes (39)—to show the “virtuality” of the 

church, even in the first century (33-38). Paul argues for an 

understanding of self that is strongly tied to the whole community, not 

just the individual (35-36), and uses the tools available to him at the time 

to lead from a distance—virtually (41).  

Thompson argues that the digital age is not a disincarnated age 

(55). She proposes an incarnational theology for the digital age that is 

comprised of four key points. This theology must: a) affirm that being 

present with others is key and happens both virtually and physically (69); 

b) affirm the “cruciform shape” of the hands and feet of Christ in the 

virtual and physical worlds (70); c) cast a wider net than the inner circle 

(72); and d) realize that while it is vital to be present, there is no one right 

way to follow Jesus’ example (72). 

Taking a break from Scripture, Thompson next addresses some of 

the myriad critiques of technology and the nature of technology. She 

focuses mainly on the problems of generalized inattentiveness and 

information overload. She agrees with critics who argue that 

attentiveness to too many sources means attentiveness to none (78), and 

the trivializing of all content as a possible result (79). One method to 

alleviate this inattentiveness is to take stock of it regularly, and 

Thompson’s prescription for that is regular (weekly) communal, cross-

centered, outward focused worship (90-95). 

Thompson concludes that we, the church, are to “communicate, 

lead, and encourage” just as Paul did, through the use of the most 

relevant formats available (98). We are to expand the boundaries of the 
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body of Christ, since church membership requires service to others, 

especially the weakest (107-109). Ultimately, Thompson finds that the 

digital world offers a “new tool for ministry” (110), one that churches 

and clergy would do well to consider adding to their tool chest. 

Thompson is thoughtful, thought-provoking, and thorough in her 

consideration of the use of technology. If you provide pastoral care, visit 

the sick, or care for others, this is an excellent overview of the theology 

of technology and the practice of using it to assist in our caring for 

others.  

Rev. Kathleen Anderson, 

Crossroads Pastoral Charge, Halifax, NS.  

k.anderson.home@gmail.com 

 

Love and Christian Ethics: Tradition, Theory, and Society.  
Edited by Frederick V. Simmons with Brian C. Sorrells. 

Washington DC: Georgetown University Press, 2016. Pp. 400. 

 

This book is a collection of 21 short essays, mostly from North-American 

Anglophone scholars who are highly committed to Christianity. It 

includes an introduction by Frederick V. Simmons, one of the editors, and 

unusually, a critical afterword, summarized in the introduction. Simmons 

dedicates the book to honor Gene Outka, the author of Agape: An ethical 

analysis (1972), a “teacher, colleague and friend” of most of the volume’s 

authors.  

The book is divided into three parts: tradition, theory and society; 

but, as is often the case in a volume with so many writers, there is no 

direct link among the different essays, except in the introduction and 

afterword. The beginning of the introduction also situates the volume 

within the literature produced by Nygren, Outka, etc.  

The section on “Tradition” is standard, and it starts with the 

context of the love command, then examines the relationship with Greek 

philosophy, and turns to Augustine, Aquinas, Kant, and Kierkegaard. The 

section on “Theory” refers to different notions associated with love: love 

for God, empathy, compassion, love of neighbor, forgiveness, self-

sacrifice, friendship. As for the third part on “Society,” different hot 

topics are revisited: love and justice and law, global health care and 

justice, sexual ethics, love and violence in the context of structural 

violence (such as slavery), environmental ethics and the question of 

respect for nature, religious pluralism, and ultimately the topic of love of 

the neighbour in the Jewish and the Muslim traditions.  
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One vital matter that sometimes is not made explicit is how the 

authors relate their topic to other sources. That’s why analyzing the 

relationship between love in ancient philosophy and Christian love, as 

Irwin does in the second chapter, is particularly fruitful. This essay not 

only introduces many topics that are recurrent and disputed in the 

volume––such as love for God, the role of self-love, eudaimonism, 

friendship, and non-reciprocal relationships, it can also be a decisive key 

to understanding the perspective of the various contributors and for 

considering how they combine philosophy and theology. Christian ethics 

gathers different viewpoints and it is thus important when reading each 

essay to keep an eye on how they look at grace or “God's radical self-

communication,” and also how they interpret their readings of: the 

sayings and even the silences of Jesus (mentioned several times), the 

Bible (for instance, in light of a social context, or in light of traditions), 

and how they use other sources such as narratives. Last but not least, it 

remains crucial to note their underpinning ideologies to situate their 

visions of the world and of the human being, and for some of them to 

decipher their own experience of Christianity in particular communities.  

On another topic, we could raise the same question as is asked in 

chapter 21 about Sufism and Islam: whether the spirituality in 

Christianity departs from a normative tradition. With my European 

reader’s eye, I was expecting at least one chapter on the mystic tradition 

and the Song of Songs, which are only rarely referenced. What about 

Hildegard von Bingen, Catherine of Siena, John of the Cross, Teresa of 

Avila (to name only a few)? Thérèse of Lisieux is mentioned but not as 

providing an important viewpoint. Also, even though the question of 

religious pluralism is examined (chapter 19), and love of neighbour “in” 

Islam, why is there not a chapter dedicated to the monks, Christian de 

Chergé, and, before him, Charles de Foucault, who deeply transformed 

the understanding of interreligious dialogue with Muslims? The same 

question could be raised for Judaism and, for instance, the theme of our 

relationship to our “elder brothers”. 

 In spite of these criticisms, which could lead to a second volume, 

this collection of essays will undoubtedly become a reference for anyone 

in North America who wants to engage in dialogue with significant 

scholars in the field of Christian ethics. The dialogue begins with William 

Werpehowski’s comments in the Afterword.  

Gaëlle Fiasse,  

McGill University 

gaelle.fiasse@mcgill.ca 
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Jesus of Korea: Savior of the People 

Paul Hyoshin Kim. Foreword by Daniel L. Migliore. 

Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2016. Pp. xv + 270. 

 

“America is America for the American people while Korea (Taehan) is 

Korea for the Korean people. How can people lose their identity (kunpon) 

just because they belong to the same religion?” (236). In other words, 

Korean Christians remain Koreans. They don’t lose their identity as 

Koreans because they are Christians, and because they remain Koreans 

they understand Jesus differently from Americans. This is the consistent 

theme throughout this book. The author intends to show how the 

American gospel interacted with the culture, tradition, and sociopolitical 

movement of Korea in the early days of Christian missionaries in Korea, 

by studying how the two early Methodist missionaries, George Heber 

Jones (1867-1919) and Choe Pyonghon (1858-1927), influenced each 

other’s faith as well as the Korean people’s faith.  

For Jones, the root of his faith lies in Christ of America. America 

has “the highest Christian culture on earth” (24) and seems to have 

developed a prosperity theology, based on the superiority of American 

Christianity. The efforts of Jones and other missionaries to Christianize 

and civilize Korea were rooted in this sense of superiority that is part of 

colonialism. Jones recognized a missionary opportunity in that “the 

Korean people had a robust concept of a monotheistic God,” Hananim, 

literally, the Great or One Being or the Heavenly One (86). Removing 

shamanistic overtones and the absolute transcendence of the Korean 

traditional belief, Jones used the indigenous term. He saw that the Korean 

people also were suffering from social issues related to ancestral worship 

based on the neo-Confucianism, together with social agitation caused by 

Imperial Japan (84). In relation to the concept of Hananim, he observed: 

“The great truths of pardon, peace, assurance, regeneration, and sonship 

are very dear to their hearts . . . We have felt that God is indeed the God 

of all the earth and Christianity is God’s own remedy for all ill” (86).  

This heritage of belief was useful in encouraging the Koreans to 

believe that Jesus is Son of the living God of all Koreans. He helped the 

Korean people build their own image of Jesus and groped for “new ways 

to speak about his American Christ” (205). The author shows how neo-

Confucianism influenced Jones through interaction with Choe Pyonghon 

and affected his missionary work and theology. At the same time, he 

affirms that despite Jones’ open attitude in his missionary work toward 

the Korean culture, tradition, and ideas, his theological identity remained 

firmly rooted in the American Christ.  
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In a somewhat comparable way, Choe Pyonghon held fast to the 

high standards of Confucian scholars (the sonbi), according to which one 

“would not have adopted a new religion or accepted new sacred text for 

selfish purpose of financial gain, honor, or personal safety” (104). On the 

other hand, he did not subscribe to the idealistic neo-Confucian dream of 

upholding “loyalty to the king and love of the nation”(41) in the turbulent 

time of the end of Old Choson (historic Korea). At that time, radical 

(secular) reformers attempted to westernize Korea, and Catholics were 

persecuted. The government had fallen, and the national ideology of neo-

Confucianism had begun to decline.  

Choe improved his knowledge of the gospel and the Bible under 

Jones’ influence, and came to believe in Jesus because “his Confucian 

method of truth-seeking had convinced him that Christianity contained 

the principles of the Great Way of Truth” (105). For him, Christianity 

was “a new way, or a new philosophy of life” (107). As well, he believed 

that Jesus could save Korea from a desperate crisis. He explored the 

relationship between Western civilization and the message of Jesus and 

concluded that “Christianity is a religion of salvation and that Jesus is the 

Savior, not only of the Western people, but also of the Korean people and 

the entire world” (115). In his article, “Song of Independence,” Choe 

described his strong hope that all nations would receive the same promise 

of independence and undertake sociopolitical reform (164-167). For 

Choe, Jesus was “the foundation of a new nation” (214). In fact, he led 

the indigenization of the Korean church. However, the author feels that 

despite his conversion to Christianity and the influence of Jones, Choe’s 

theology is grounded in neo-Confucianism (245). So, we can see the 

Jesus of Korea through Choe’s theology. 

As a Korean minister working in a Canadian church, I have a 

hybrid view of theology.  For me, this means “neither/nor.” I am neither 

simply Korean nor simply Canadian. So, where is the root of my faith?  

The answer given in this book is that “it no longer mattered what name 

was given—the American Christ or the Jesus of Korea . . .The only thing 

that remained was the central law of the universe: Love” (245). This book 

is highly recommended not only for readers like me who want to 

rediscover the roots of their faith, but also for those interested in Korean 

church history.  

Taeil Yang,  

Teulon Balmoral Pastoral Charge 

Winnipeg, MB 

tiyangca@gmail.com 


