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“BEAUTY AS PRESENCE” 
 

KINDS OF BEAUTY 

 

There is a long tradition that identifies beauty with God.  For example, the 5th century Christian author, 

Dionysius the Areopagite, writes in his book, The Divine Names (Chapter IV, 7): 

 
“This Good is described by the Sacred Writers as Beautiful and as Beauty, as Love or Beloved, and by all other 

Divine titles which befit its beautifying and gracious fairness.  ….  The Super-Essential Beautiful is called 

‘Beauty’ because of that quality which It imparts to all things severally according to their nature, and because It 
is the cause of the harmony and splendour in all things, flashing forth upon them all, like light, the beautifying 

communications of its originating ray; …. and because It draws all things together in a state of mutual 

interpenetration.  And It is called ‘Beautiful’ because It is All-Beautiful, and more than Beautiful, and is 

eternally, unvaryingly, unchangeably Beautiful.” 

 

One of the major philosophical enterprises of the 12th and 13th centuries was to show that the beautiful, 

together with the true, the good and the one, was one way of naming God.  This text of Dionysius was 

seminal to those thinkers.  But St Augustine had identified beauty with God about a century before 

Dionysius penned his words: “Too late have I loved you, O Beauty so ancient and so new, too late have I 

loved you!”  (Confessions, X:27). 

 

Beauty, wherever it is found, in whatever form it manifests itself, is the Presence.  It might be the case of 

seeing in a glass darkly (see 2Corinthians 3:18), but for those who have eyes to see it, all beauty speaks to 

us of God.  The 20th century Spanish author, Miguel de Unamuno, observes in The Tragic Sense of Life: 

“What is beauty in anything but the revelation of its divinity?” 

 

A WAY OF SPEAKING OF BEAUTY 

 

St Albert the Great (1200-1280) describes beauty as follows: 

 
“The nature of the beautiful consists in general in a resplendence of form, whether in the duly-ordered parts of 

material objects, or in people, or in actions.” 

 

This is a useful description.  The key idea is found in his expression, “resplendence of form.”  “Form” is 

the inner truth or essence of a thing.  When the truth or essence shines out, that is beautiful.  Albert notes 

that this can be the case with material objects, people or actions.  It is the beauty of people and their 

actions that we are primarily interested in here. 

 

If God is Beauty, as the Christian tradition says, it stands to reason that this will be manifest in our nature, 

since we are made in the image and likeness of God.  In practice, however, we are forced to recognise 

some complexities here.  In the sentence from St Augustine cited above, there is a lament: “Too late ….”  

St Augustine goes on to explain: 

 
“Behold, you were within me while I was outside; it was there that I sought you, and, a deformed creature, rushed 

headlong upon these things of beauty which you have made.  You were with me but I was not with you.” 
 

We are helped to understand what Augustine is saying here by an earlier comment in the same Book of 

the Confessions: 

 
“I did not know this at the time but I loved lower beautiful creatures, and I was going down into the very depths.  I 

said to my friends: 'Do we love anything except what is beautiful?  What then is a beautiful thing?  What is 

beauty?  What is it that attracts us and wins us to the things that we love?  Unless there were a grace and beauty in 

them they could in no wise move us'.” 



 

Our origins are in Beauty.  Our very existence is an expression of Beauty.  We become beautiful when the 

truth of who and what we are shines forth.  Our actions are beautiful when they express who and what we 

are.  The moral life is beautiful.  And the beautiful is attractive, it wins people. 

 

THE BEAUTY OF GOODNESS AND THE GOODNESS OF BEAUTY 

 

There are two particular Greek words used in the New Testament to describe something or someone as 

“good”: kalos and agathos.  The Scripture scholar, William Barclay, in his New Testament Words, writes: 

“Agathos is that which is practically and morally good; kalos is not only that which is practically and 

morally good, but that which is also aesthetically good, which is lovely and pleasing to the eye.”  

Throughout the New Testament, kalos is used almost as frequently as agathos - the former 99 times, the 

latter 104 times.  We find kalos and its cognates used in the following instances: John the Baptist demands 

"good fruit" of those who wish to enter the kingdom (Matthew 3:10; see also Luke 3:9); Jesus calls people 

to "good works" (see Matthew 5:16); Jesus is "the good shepherd" (see John 10:11); Jesus does "many good 

works" (see John 10:31); the name of Christ is " good " (see James 2:7); the word of God is "good" (see 

Hebrews 5:14).  In each instance, the word “beautiful” could be used instead of the word “good.”  Thus we 

might speak of Jesus as “the beautiful shepherd” and the Word of God as a “beautiful word.” 

 

William Barclay sums up: 

 
“Clearly it is not enough that the Christian life should be good; it must also be attractive.  A grim and unlovely 

goodness is certainly goodness, but it is not 'Christian' goodness; for Christian goodness must have a certain 

loveliness on it.  Real Christianity must always attract and never repel.  There is such a thing as a hard, austere, 

unlovely and unlovable goodness, but such a goodness falls far short of the Christian standard.  In all his efforts to 
be good, in all his strivings towards moral holiness, the Christian must never forget the 'beauty of holiness'.”  

 

St Gregory Palamas (1296-1359) sums it up: “We are to be made beautiful by the creative and primordial 

beauty, and illumined by the radiance of God.”  The presence of the Christian must, literally, be a 

beautiful presence in the community.  Our failure to recognise this might account, in some measure, for 

our failure to attract people.  The beauty of our lives only shines forth to the extent that we are released 

from the fictions and illusions and outright lies that tend to dominate most of us most of the time.  Our 

presence as baptized into Christ is potentially the Presence.  And our world is hungry for that Presence, 

not another ego-project.   

 

SUGGESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION 

 

1.  Think of some examples of beauty.  What do you think constitutes their beauty? 

2.  Reflect on the quotation from Dionysius the Areopagite. 

3.  “What is beauty in anything but the revelation of its divinity?”  What do you think this means? 

4.  Reflect on St Albert the Great’s description of beauty. 

5.  “Behold, you were within me while I was outside.”  What do you think St Augustine means? 
6.  Can you give examples of agathos and kalos? 

7.  Is it possible to be dutifully religious but not attractive?  Explain. 

8.  Do you know someone you would say is a beautiful person?  Explain 

9.  Reflect on the idea that Jesus is the “beautiful shepherd.” 

10. What do you think makes the moral life beautiful in practice? 
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