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THE BEAUTY OF HOLINESS AND THE HOLINESS OF BEAUTY 
by Lester J. Start 

Undated 

There is a delightful new tradition in our church - the annual celebration of morning worship in 
the beautiful surroundings of the Nature Center. Many of you will remember the last such 
occasion. It was a bright and warm June morning -we walked along dew-drenched grass on a 
path to a high ridge - near the maple sugar shed. And when we were settled (after some minor 
disturbance when someone in the choir complained about some poison ivy) - there we were 
looking over the serene and lovely landscape of Cooper’s Glen and were invited by our pastor to 
meditate on all this. This is when the words of the Psalmist come to mind: “Worship the Lord in 
the beauty of holiness.” So we sit and gaze at the beauties of God’s world and we worship the 
Lord - but not with a sense of the beauty of holiness. Rather, it is a sense of the holiness of 
beauty. 

How does this come to be? How does the beauty of holiness shift into the holiness of beauty? 
What do we celebrate? Holiness or beauty? What is the difference, the relation between the two? 
As a philosopher, I am interested in such a puzzle - and I want to share my thoughts on this with 
you. 

First of all, holiness is a different thing from beauty. And the Bible is chiefly concerned with 
holiness. As a matter of fact, beauty is rarely mentioned - almost never in the New Testament. To 
be precise, using the King James version, it is mentioned three times: once, in Acts as part of a 
place name; once in Romans as an Old Testament quotation, “how beautiful are the feet of him 
who brings good tidings”; and once by Jesus in a passage I shall cite later. In the Old Testament 
the term is little used. When found, it is either used neutrally as Absalom was famed for the 
beauty of his countenance, or disparagingly as “beauty is vain” or “he had no beauty that we 
should desire him,” except for this phrase, the beauty of holiness, where the focus is clearly on 
the holiness. 

As a matter of fact, there is a prophetic protest against mixing the aesthetic with the religious. 
Amos thunders in the name of God - “I despise your ceremonies - take away from me the noise 
of thy songs for I will not hear the melody of thy viols. But let judgment run down as water and 
righteousness as a mighty stream.” 

Holiness, righteousness, justice, obedience to the will of God, following the covenant and the 
commandments: this is the Biblical view of the true way for man to go. The true is the faithful 
for the Hebrew. It is the word “aman” (”amen” is related to it). The true is the faithful, that which 
endures, which is steadfast, and this view is carried over in our Puritan tradition whose 
Calvinism is so deeply rooted in the Old Testament. Earnest morality, strenuous discipline, 
obedience to God’s will block out all concerns of beauty or the search for happiness. And so the 
Puritan broke out the stained glass windows of the churches and worshipped in the spirit of holy 
obedience. 
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I remember my mother telling me that when she was a little girl she was concerned to know 
whether she was pretty or not. So she would ask her grandmother, who had charge of her care, 
and her grandmother who was a Puritan would answer always - “handsome is as handsome 
does.” How my mother disliked that old saw! But this is the spirit of Puritanism in the Biblical 
tradition. 

Beauty is a Greek ideal. Its culture gleams in the beautiful statuary and temples of that ancient 
land. Truth for the Greek was alethea, the unhidden, the revealed. And their artists’ skill revealed 
the possibilities of beauty in their world. Their gods took on the aspect of human beauty and the 
vision of the happy life guided their ethics. Theoria, seeing, is closest to knowing so sight is the 
highest of the senses. And as a matter of fact, in the Greek, “to know” means literally to have 
seen. The knower is the seer and the seer seeks a vision of truth as beauty. 

There is a division, then, between our Biblical and Greek heritage. The Bible is concerned with 
holiness; the Greeks are concerned with beauty. A more fundamental difference underlies this 
one. The Biblical mode of approach to the true as the faithful is to hear the word of God, to be 
obedient to his commandments. The Greek approach to the true as revealed is to see the wonder 
and beauty of the world. The prophets tell us to hear the word of the Lord; the Greeks invite us to 
see the beauty of the earth. Greek truth is spatially oriented - that which eternally is, the abiding 
real. For the Bible, truth is temporally oriented. Truth is the pattern of the purposes of God in 
history; the truth is the way, the life. The Greek turns to objects; the Bible to events. 

So far we have succeeded only in separating beauty and holiness. How do we get them together? 
I want to suggest a classical dialectical solution–each of these approaches taken alone breaks 
down and moves into its opposite. Then we will see how holiness requires beauty and beauty 
requires holiness to be true beauty or true holiness. 

Consider the beauty of holiness: holiness expanded as subjective feeling becomes the 
sanctimonious spirit. Consider the spirit of righteousness: righteousness intensified becomes self-
righteousness. The good conscience exaggerated becomes an evil conscience. What is the spirit 
of fanaticism but conscience intensified and frozen in position? Santayana says it occurs when 
we have forgotten our aim and redouble our efforts. The Pharisees whom Jesus condemned were 
the good people of the age, obedient to the law, devoted to preserving the rules of righteousness 
and opposed to any deviations from it, or short-cuts through it, let alone any substitutes for it. 

Jesus complained that they strained out gnats and swallowed camels. They were punctilious in 
outward observance but they were blind and dead within. They were like whited sepulchres, 
which indeed appear beautiful outwardly, but are within full of dead men’s bones (incidentally, 
this is the only use of the word beautiful in the gospels). This is what happens when one hears 
the commandments of God but cannot see anything else. This is the harsh spirit of the Puritan 
conscience. Calvinism, as Santayana once pointed out, consists of three propositions. One: sin 
exists; two: sin is punished; and three: it is beautiful that sin exists and is punished. The self-
righteous expect the suffering of the sinful. If they don’t exactly enjoy it, or find it beautiful, they 
certainly resent it, and find it unjust when the sinner goes unpunished. And how the Pharisees 
resented Jesus for going to the sinners and publicans! Holiness become sanctimonious, 
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righteousness inverted to self-righteousness, results in the insensitive, ungenerous spirit that feels 
a glow of satisfaction at the sufferings of others which it is spared momentarily, and a resentment 
at the joy of others it may not momentarily have. So the mode of hearing of the Hebrew way fails 
- when one has heard what he wishes and hears no more and does not see what he is doing. 

What of the holiness of beauty? Love of beauty can be unholy as well as holy. This can happen 
in diverse ways. One can cite the aesthete who proclaims he cares not how many thousands of 
lives or sufferings and agonies went into the building of the pyramids. The important thing is 
their beauty and his enjoyment of their beauty. One need not cite the extreme; for example, 
Mussolini’s son’s description of the beautiful, colorful patterns created when he dropped bombs 
on crowds of Ethiopians. Many are the examples of the exploitation of people for the sake of 
beauty enjoyed by a few. This is what made Tolstoy bitter about the arts. 

It is the very enjoyment of beauty that perverts it, because it turns it into something to be seized, 
ingested and used - rather than something to respond to in wonder and awe. And it is the very 
beauty of the earth that invites its exploitation, its manipulation for the interests of another. We 
know how human beauty can awaken a sense of reverent awe or the prurient interest - Kenneth 
Clark distinguishes between the nude and the naked by showing how the latter evokes the 
exploitive interest, and maybe it is in the very nature of seeing that the other is viewed as an 
object, and thus as an instrument. 

Jean-Paul Sartre has called attention to the way the look of another affects one. How 
uncomfortable one feels when someone is staring at one! This is because one then feels like an 
object, an instrument for the purposes of another. Vivid examples can have lasting consequences. 
Sartre tells how the French writer Genet as a little boy was surprised in the act of going through 
his mother’s purse. The accusing look impaled him; the verbal label - “you thief” - assaulted 
him; and so he became a thief. How intolerable to be defined, condemned by another. And yet 
the look may do precisely this, by turning one into an object. So the mode of vision of the Greek 
way fails as beauty when one uses seeing as a mode of exploitation and appropriation. 

The separate modes of hearing and seeing both fail. For each requires the other. The beauty of 
holiness emerges from the perversion of self-righteousness when one sees the vision of the 
kingdom of righteousness. And the holiness of beauty emerges from the perversion of 
exploitation when one hears and responds to the being of the other. We require ears to hear the 
will of God and eyes to see the vision of God. Thus the beauty of holiness and the holiness of 
beauty converge. Our problem is, as Jesus said, “having eyes, we see not; and having ears, we 
hear not.” 

And when we look again, the Biblical focus on holiness, with its emphasis on hearing, does 
culminate in a vision of beauty, the prophetic vision of peace on earth and good will among men. 
What is more beautiful than the prophetic vision of the kingdom to come when “righteousness 
flows down as water”? Micah says, “they shall sit every man under his vine and under his fig 
tree, and none shall make them afraid. When they shall beat their swords into plowshares and 
their spears into pruning hooks - when nation shall not lift up sword against nation”? Or the 
vision of Isaiah when righteousness prevails, “the wolf also shall dwell with the lamb and the 
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leopard lie down with the young goat and a little child shall lead them”? And the beauty of the 
life of faith and faithfulness is reflected in Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount - where we are invited to 
put aside anxiety, consider the lilies of the field, and trust in the love of God. And the beauty of 
the grace of God is reflected in the graciousness of the love of Christ. And, of course, the 
metaphors are strained to try to capture the final vision of the revelation of John, “when God 
shall wipe away all tears.” The beauty of holiness emerges in the vision of the kingdom of God. 

When we turn to the Greek vision of beauty we should remember how Socrates listened to his 
inner voice of conscience and how, in the philosophy of Plato, beauty becomes one with the idea 
of the Good. The beautiful is such only because it participates in the ideal of the Good. And 
truth, beauty and goodness all become one when the highest emerges as a kind of revelation. And 
to climb the ladder of love of this beauty, this truth, this good, is the way to salvation. And those 
ancient mathematicians, Pythagoreans, with their mystical reverence for the mystery of numbers, 
formed a religious brotherhood stressing a purity of life. So there is a holiness of beauty, too. 

The truth is that we need both - ears to hear, and eyes to see, to find that the beauty of holiness 
and the holiness of beauty are properly confused and merged in one. 

Those caught in the spirit of righteousness must see the gracious revelation of Christ’s 
redemptive love. Those caught in a sense of the necessity of earning their way to redemption 
must be open to the grace of the love of God. How gracious it would have been if my great 
grandmother had said to my mother just once - “of course you’re pretty, child” - and then she 
could have said: “but remember, ‘handsome is as handsome does.’” Those caught in the spirit of 

religion as a system of negative commandments need the vision of the liberating power of the 
love of God - we need to remember the promise of Jesus: “you shall know the truth and the truth 
shall make you free.” We need, too, to believe in the goodness of God in the land of the living, to 
trust our dreams, believe in our visions, as the prophets taught. As Joel said, “your old men shall 
dream dreams, your young men shall see visions.” And where there is no vision the people 
perish. And so holiness, righteousness, flowers into the beauty of the kingdom. This is to 
worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness, to be open to God’s grace and sensitive to His spirit. 

And those caught in the aesthetic vision of life, who see the world as their oyster, to be enjoyed 
and exploited; who see others as objects to be used and perhaps abused, must learn to listen, to 
hear, to respond to the being of the other. “Speak to me that I may better see you” was a favorite 
comment of Martin Buber. To see another, really, is not to impale him on your glance, but to 
sense his person, to listen to his concerns, to feel him as a subject and not as an object, and as 
such, one of God’s children. And as such, all have a beauty. To see the beauty of this world is 
not to view it as an object of enjoyment but to respond to it as a living presence reflecting the 
harmony of the purposes of God. That is why we see the beauty of nature best when we listen in 
the stillness. 

That’s why the beauty of Cooper’s Glen attracts us so; why we can find His presence when we 
“take the wings of the morning.” The beauty of nature speaks to us in some sense of the 
presence, and in some mysterious way of the purposes of God. This is the sacramental view of 
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the world as taught in the scriptures. It is the material for the presence and purpose of God. And 
in our relationship to it we must be stewards, preservers, not exploiters and despoilers whether 
we think of the being of nature or the nature of another being. All nature is an instrument of the 
purposes of God and all people are part of his purposes, and all merit our reverence. 

So Biblical hearing moves into vision and the vision of beauty requires sensitivity to, hearing, 
the moral purposes of God. Our intuition that the beauty of holiness moves into a sense of the 
holiness of beauty was correct. 

Finally I come to my text for the morning. From that most Greek of New Testament books - 
John: “In the beginning was the Word” - that beautiful order of reason the Greeks reverenced - 
“and the Word was made flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth.” And the message I 
would leave with you is this. The grace of our Lord Jesus reflects both the beauty of holiness and 
the holiness of beauty - that can make our lives a thing of beauty, too. 

 


