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Chapter 2: The Glass Magnified 

Theological, Social, and Behavioral Arguments 

 

At one end of the spectrum are artists, critics, and curators who disparage 

beauty and aesthetics.  From their standpoint, aesthetics are inevitably 

politicized and thereby an inappropriate avenue for artistic investigation.  

The opposing, equally large and committed group embrace beauty but 

pose new challenges for it.  Here, beauty is not considered a traditional 

aesthetic ideal to be sought after for its own sake, but rather, a complex 

cultural construct inseparable from contemporary attitudes toward the 

human body, sex, and mass media.  The vast gap separating these 

diametrically opposing viewpoints reveals the difficult position that beauty 

has come to occupy in contemporary art.
17

 

 

The Problem with Beauty 

Beauty not only occupies a “difficult position” in the art world.  In church and 

culture, it has come to mean everything and nothing.  In my introduction and first 

chapter, I have surely used the term “beauty” in ways that will frustrate artists, 

philosophers, and aesthetical theologians.  While I am trying to respect and learn from 

those disciplines, I am not an artist, a philosopher, or a theologian.  I am a parish priest, a 

practitioner who feels compelled to pursue beauty and to see where it might lead.  Rather 

than understand God as the arbiter of beauty in a way that predetermines where we end 

up, I understand God as wooing through beauty, surprising and changing us in the 

process.  For the purposes of this project and paper, when I write of “beauty,” I mean to 

suggest a broad understanding of beauty primarily as individuals and communities 

experience it. This project rests upon some of the rich history of what beauty has meant 
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in the past (especially from a Franciscan perspective), but also seeks to acknowledge and 

wrestle with contemporary criticism of the term.   

Deborah Sokolove is a visual artist and professor of theology and art who offers a 

number of concepts inviting the church to consider more closely issues around art and 

God.  She warns that when one speaks too quickly about “beauty,” and relies uncritically 

on transcendental and unchanging values of Beauty, Truth and Goodness, one can very 

quickly get into trouble. She explains, “It is often a short step for theological aestheticians 

to move from assertions of the absolute beauty of God to declare that this or that piece of 

art, or this or that type of art, is not only beautiful, but a sanctified manifestation of the 

beauty of God.”
18

   Theologians, as well as politicians, administrators, and educators 

sometimes use “beauty” as means of exerting power and control, influencing voters, and 

putting pressure on those who might make decisions about funding the arts.  Sokolove 

invites the church to notice how its use and misuse of “beauty” has affected artists and 

others.  Because beauty carries so many negative connotations, she suggests a 

conversation more about aesthetics, about “what can be perceived with the senses, and 

the effect that such perception has on both emotion and meaning.”
19

  

Some artists have sought to move beyond beauty and develop other concepts for 

description as well as evaluation.  A leading twentieth-century art critic and philosopher, 

Arthur Danto, explains in The Abuse of Beauty how various artists and critics have tried 

to free themselves from perceived limitations and expectations of beauty.  Danto argues 

that in modern art, the search for beauty has given way to an understanding of “the 
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sublime.”  He points especially to a 1948 essay by the American abstract expressionist 

artist Barnett Newman: 

The invention of beauty by the Greeks, that is, their postulate of beauty as 

an ideal, has been the bugbear of European art and European aesthetic 

philosophies.  Man’s [sic] natural desire in the arts to express his [sic] 

relation to the Absolute became confused and identified with the 

absolutisms of perfect creations—with the fetish of quality—so that the 

European artist has been continually involved in the moral struggle 

between notions of beauty and the desire for sublimity.
20

 

 

Newman’s argument can remind us that the discussion of beauty should be approached 

with reticence and humility, confessing that we do not currently, nor will we in the future, 

have all of the truth.  We cannot, this side of heaven, know for sure what is the True, the 

Good, or the Beautiful.   

When the church regards art with hubris rather than humility, the path into beauty 

is short-circuited or cut off altogether. Deborah Sokolove describes some of what can 

happen as she shows how the church sometimes instrumentalizes, commercializes, 

demonizes, trivializes, and spiritualizes art and artists. The church instrumentalizes art 

when it reduces art to a singular or overly simplistic message, as though a work of art 

“means this,” or “means that.”  While the culture at large often commercializes art, 

making it into a commodity, the church also commercializes in a different way, expecting 

artists to give their work to the church free of charge.  The church sometimes demonizes 

art, as in the overt iconographic controversies, but it can demonize more covertly through 

fear and suspicion of art’s place in church.  Art is often trivialized by the church, as 

though there is no difference between the Sunday school art project and a major 

                                                 
20 Arthur C. Danto, The Abuse of Beauty: Aesthetics and the Concept of Art, Vol. 21 (Chicago, Ill.: Open 

Court, 2003), 167.           



  17 
 
 

commission for a worship space, and finally, art is sometimes spiritualized, giving art and 

artists almost mystical power.
 21

    

In addition to the church’s understanding of beauty complicating its relationships 

with art and artists, the church’s perspective on beauty has damaged its relationship with 

women.  In most traditions, beauty has normally been explained, defined, and delineated 

by men.  The Orthodox Church points to the power and mystery of the Mother of God, 

but is unwilling to share that power with women on earth.  Protestants and 

nondenominational Christians sometimes use scripture to support an ideal of a “beautiful 

family” that depends upon a male leader and a female follower. Catholics have often used 

the Virgin Mary as spokes model for beauty, accentuating Mary as virgin or mother, but 

not always embracing or acknowledging the power inherent in these roles. In the 

introduction to their collection of essays, feminist theologians Laurie Cassidy and 

Maureen O’Connell explain  

The traditional attributes of Mary’s beauty too often undercut women’s 

agency when it comes to discerning what will happen to and in their 

bodies and domesticates women in private spaces, such as families, and in 

more public places, including the institutional church.  Images of Mary’s 

docility and purity iconoclastically trump other visual interpretations of 

her life that might empower women to become, like her, agents of God’s 

loving justice in the world.
22

 

 

Acknowledging and confessing the ways both church and culture have abused art 

and misused beauty leads many to reject the use of the beauty, as though the word simply 

carries too much baggage to be useful any more.  And yet, at All Souls, there still seems 

to be a real sense of Beauty as a transcendental, as something that is larger than ourselves 
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and leads us closer to God and to one another.  In some ways we feel our perspective and 

outlook—as flows through our liturgy, our values, and our approach to mission—is 

counter-cultural.  We want to hold on to beauty, even as we redefine it and allow beauty 

to redefine us.  Though many would distinguish between “beauty” and “aesthetics,” A 

Year with St. Francis seeks to blend the two by way of experiment.  Again, Professor 

Sokolove’s insight is instructive: 

When artists speak of aesthetics, they are not usually speaking about 

beauty, but of the relationships (harmonious or otherwise) among the 

various elements of an artwork, and of how those relationships express 

ideas or emotions.  The root of the word, aesthetic, after all, derives from a 

Greek word meaning “perceptible to the senses.”  In the singular, an 

aesthetic is a particular attitude, or set of values, which affects such 

diverse qualities as color palette, subject matter, medium, attitude, and 

more.  Aesthetics, for artists, is about what can be perceived with the 

senses, and the effect that such perception has on both emotion and 

meaning.
23

 

 

As the programs of A Year with St. Francis unfolded, I hoped participants 

would experience different emotions and sensations, draw differing conclusions, and 

derive various meanings and emotions.  We were aiming for the kind of beauty described 

by Jeremy Begbie, an Anglican priest, musician and scholar who explores the connection 

between theology and the arts.  Begbie tries to navigate the negative baggage of “beauty,” 

while resisting the temptation of falling into complete relativism.  He writes, 

Beauty . . . has all too often been abstracted from time and temporal 

movement, and turned into a static, timeless quality.  Suppose, however, 

we refuse to divorce it from the transformation of the disorder of creation 

in the history of Jesus Christ. Suppose we begin there.
24
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The way in which I hoped to explore beauty into action (and invited others to join 

me) was rooted in Christ, especially as Christ is understood and reflected by Francis of 

Assisi.  Rather than use beauty as a means to evaluate, criticize, or control, I aimed to let 

beauty lead us.  Such a perspective depended upon a certain amount of humility, one of 

the chief notes in Franciscan theology and spirituality.  Humility allowed us to 

contemplate beauty, to experience it and share it, while stopping short of evaluating or 

judging.   

Francis and Beauty 

In the old chapel of the Franciscan Friars of the Atonement in Garrison, New 

York, one can meet St. Francis—or at least one version of him.  According to legend, two 

statues were made by Andrea della Robbia, the sixteenth-century Italian Renaissance 

ceramicist, modeled on a death mask of Francis.  One of these made its way to 

Graymoor, the home of the Atonement Friars, where it now stands just above the altar.  

Francis looks small.  His face is angular and accentuated by a pointed chin.  If there is 

any expression to his face at all, it is one of intensity, but not a particularly pleasant or 

attractive one.  Whether from Francis or the artist, the effect is that of having “no form or 

majesty that we should look at him, nothing in his appearance that we should desire 

him.”
25

 This is simply not a person one might follow for his outward “beauty.”  

We don’t know whether the statue at Graymoor or the All Souls windows come 

close to capturing the true Francis. There’s no knowing whether he turned heads like 
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Raoul Bova, or looked as good without his clothes as Graham Faulkner.
26

  But whatever 

the physical effect, it seems clear that there was something incredibly attractive and 

appealing about his personality.  Francis had charisma, joie de vivre, and radiated a kind 

of joy that has continued long after his earthly life ended.  People have perceived beauty 

in him and they have perceived the beauty of God through him.  Francis’s understanding 

of beauty was so powerful that it could lead others to see beauty even in the midst of 

ugliness and poverty, disease, and death. In Francis, people found and continue to find 

the beauty of God shining through, even as Francis complicated (and complicates, still) 

the very notion of beauty. As characterized by the contemporary Franciscan liberation 

theologian Leonardo Boff, a journey with Francis may show us that “…Francis of Assisi 

may have lived eight hundred years ago, but it is he who is young, and we who are old—

old in our consumerist lifestyle, in our discrimination against other cultures, and in the 

way we violate nature.”
27

 

Francis understood beauty as involving nature, embracing the poor, and 

responding to the unexpected and unusual.  He did not develop a theology or philosophy 

of beauty.  Instead, Francis lived one out. As Thomas of Celano (c. 1200—c.1265), friar 

and early biographer of Francis put it, “In beautiful things he discerns Beauty itself; All 

good things cry out to him: “The One who made us is Best.”
28

 

As Francis sought to model his life on the life of Christ, that life then became an 

icon for others.  He became a lens through which Christ’s way could be magnified and 

                                                 
26

 Raoul Bova appears as St. Francis in the 2002 Michele Soavi film, “St. Francis,” and Graham Faulkner 

plays the role of St. Francis in the 1972 Franco Zeffirelli film “Brother Sun, Sister Moon.” 
27

 Leonardo Boff, Francis of Assisi: A Model for Human Liberation [São Francisco de Assis.] (Maryknoll, 

N.Y.: Orbis Books, 2006;1982), 161. 

28
 2 Cel 124 in FA:ED II, 353. 



  21 
 
 

made real in relationship and action.  The stories of Francis, whether encountered in 

literature, in paintings, or in stained glass, can move us.  They can challenge and change 

us.  Mary Beth Ingham, a Community of St. Joseph sister and theologian specializing in 

medieval philosophy and the Franciscan Tradition writes, “Together, the images [of 

Francis] are like icons: they hold before our eyes the dynamic nature of the Franciscan 

vision of human perfection in love. Like icons, they invite us to enter into a personal 

transformation into beauty.”
29

 

Franciscan Beauty 

The idea of the Beautiful, especially in Franciscan theology and spirituality, 

combines objective and subjective perspectives. A Franciscan approach to beauty can 

train our eye and deepen our soul.  It can help us navigate the pain, poverty, and ugliness 

of life and move us more closely toward “the One who made us, who is Best.”  The 

Franciscan way of beauty into action can provide a rich framework for All Souls parish 

and for the culture in which we live.   

Mary Beth Ingham summarizes the philosophical and theological understanding 

of beauty as it has developed through classical and medieval thinking.  In so doing, she 

outlines an understanding of beauty that includes such aspects as an ordered relationship 

of parts, proportion, harmony, a sense of things working together for a unified whole, a 

kind of luminosity, and then includes the more subjective aspects of pleasure and delight, 

which are folded back into the equation.  She explains how this understanding of beauty 

is much more complex than what most contemporary people might imagine has to do 
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with beauty.  Instead, this richer, theologically informed beauty “has something to do 

with wisdom, with understanding and analysis, with seeking and finding, with the 

haunting sense that we know something we cannot explain or articulate.  Beauty unifies 

the true and the good.”
30

 

Before his conversion, Francis had an eye for material beauty.  He loved a 

glimmering suit of armor and was always on the lookout for a well-laid table.  Francis’s 

father, Pietro Bernadone was a cloth merchant in Assisi and was a part of an emerging 

middle class, willing and able to spend its money.  Francis’s mother, Pica, is said by 

some to have been French, and thus, named her son “Frenchy,” after her homeland, and 

might have taught him chansons having to do with chivalry and heroism.  

Chiara Frugoni, an Italian historian and medievalist, imagines Francis feeling 

uneasy in his middle-class position, envying the wealth of the nobility and trying his best 

to emulate them.  While his noble friends were able to practice their skills to bear arms or 

ride horseback, Francis still had to work in his father’s shop.  But, as Frugoni imagines, 

“he aspired to a change of life and social class, through the merits achieved by fighting in 

battle and—why not?—through marriage to a young woman of noble lineage.”
31

  Francis 

yearned to prove himself, make his mark, and earn his fortune.  But after several failures 

at war, and time held as a prisoner of war for ransom, Francis found himself back in 

Assisi, sick, depressed, and saddened.  The sense of failure and disappointment confused 

him, but also confusing were several dreams he had.  One promised that he would indeed 
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become a great knight.  But another dream suggested that the greatest Lord to follow and 

serve would not be found in the world of knights and popes and kings.   This second 

dream caused Francis to abandon his military efforts and return to Assisi. 

Back at home, Francis found he was no longer interested in working in his 

father’s shop, in carousing with his friends, or in doing any of the things he had 

previously done.  Instead, he sought solace in long walks, in caves, and in the various 

churches sprinkled through Umbria. Two early experiences suggest that Francis was 

surprised by beauty in ways that would change his life.  

As Francis explains in his Testament, which he dictated in 1226, just before his 

death, the first major turning point happened when he encountered a colony of lepers and 

began to see them in a new light. “The Lord gave me, Brother Francis, thus to begin 

doing penance in this way: for when I was in sin, it seemed too bitter for me to see lepers.  

And the Lord Himself led me among them and I showed mercy to them… and afterward I 

delayed a little and left the world.”
32

 

The second major turning point for Francis happened in the rundown Church of 

San Damiano, on the outskirts of Assisi.  As he prayed beneath the old Byzantine 

crucifix, Francis heard a voice saying, “Francis, don’t you see that my house is being 

destroyed?  Go, then, and rebuild it for me.”
33

  

                                                 
32

 Testament in Regis J. Armstrong, J. A. Wayne Hellmann and William J. Short, Francis of Assisi: Early 

Documents, Volume I. the Saint. (New York: New City Press, 1999a).        

33 3 Soc 13, in Regis J. Armstrong, J. A. Wayne Hellmann and William J. Short, Francis of Assisi: Early 

Documents, Volume II. the Founder. (New York: New City Press, 1999b).        



  24 
 
 

G. K. Chesterton, the early twentieth-century lay theologian and Christian 

apologist, describes this change in Francis in terms of going in a “cave” and returning a 

new person.  Whether the “cave” was a literal one somewhere in Umbria, the Church of 

San Damiano, or experienced in the midst of a colony of lepers, Francis underwent a 

conversion. Chesterton writes of Francis’s personality as a kind of “holy jester,” or 

jongleur de Dieu, one who fools the world into seeing things differently, as God might 

see them. 

The man who went into the cave was not the man who came out again; in 

that sense he was almost as different as if he were dead, as if he were a 

ghost or a blessed spirit.  And the effects of this on his attitude toward the 

actual world were really as extravagant as any parallel can make them.  He 

looked at the world as differently from other men as if he had come out of 

that dark hole walking on his hands.
34

 

 

This conversion turned around virtually every aspect of Francis’s life, including 

his understanding of beauty.  No longer did he look for beauty primarily in material 

things or in outward appearances, but instead, he began to see beauty in the poor, the 

broken, and the oppressed.   He no longer looked for beauty in women, but pursued a new 

ideal he understood as Lady Poverty.  No longer did he hope to accumulate worldly 

possessions and obtain safety, but now he was eager to give away all that he had and to 

become increasingly poor through humility and vulnerability.  In all of this, Francis 

sought to follow Christ as completely as possible.  
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A major guide for navigating beauty from a Franciscan perspective can be found 

in Giovanni di Fidanza (1221—1274), who took the name Bonaventura when he became 

a Franciscan friar in 1243.  Bonaventure gives us a map through beauty.  In a culture like 

ours that is often looking for direction, identity and meaning, Bonaventure’s Journey of 

the Soul into God can provide a helpful starting point. 

Bonaventure, in some ways, did for Francis what the Evangelists and St. Paul did 

for Jesus. He established an official narrative for the life of Francis (his Legenda Major 

became the official biography of St. Francis) and developed a theological framework that 

helped people follow Christ with Francis, even though Francis himself was no longer 

present to take the pilgrim by the hand.  The relationship between the saint (Francis) and 

the scholar (Bonaventure) is described by the twentieth-century French philosopher 

Etienne Gilson as “what Francis lived and felt, his scholarly successor, Saint 

Bonaventure, as sixth General of the Order, was to think.”
35

 Bonaventure, himself, sums 

up his wide-ranging theological project as he reflects, “This is the whole of our 

metaphysics: it is about emanation, exemplarity, and consummation; that is, to be 

illumined by spiritual rays and to be led back to the supreme Being”
36

  Bonaventure 

understands Francis as his model who teaches that “we come from God, we exist as the 

image of God, and we are returning to God.”
37

  This idea of moving forward in such a 

way as to return to God provides the basis for Bonaventure’s Journey of the Soul 

(Itinerarium mentis in Deum).  
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Bonaventure’s Itinerarium grew out of his own time of spiritual darkness and 

despair.  Feeling under threat and pressure as General of the Franciscan Order, he made a 

retreat to Mt. Alverna, the same mountain where Francis had undergone a mystical 

experience that left him with the stigmata.  As Bonaventure learned from the life of 

Francis and then experienced for himself, the journey into God begins by first admitting 

defeat, becoming spiritually and emotionally poor, and embracing one’s own deficiency 

and need.  Just as Francis found richness in becoming poor like Jesus Christ, Bonaventure 

believes that if one truly wants to know God, one can only do this by following Francis, 

Il Poverello, the “little poor man.”  For some this may mean material poverty. For others, 

it may a kind of spiritual or intellectual poverty.  Though each Christian might experience 

poverty differently, if one is moving toward God (according to Bonaventure) one will 

embrace some form of poverty.  Ilia Delio, a Franciscan sister and theologian, 

summarizes Bonaventure’s understanding when she writes 

Poverty . . . is not simply a lack of money or things.  Rather, it is an awareness of 

one’s utter dependency on God, a realization that all good things flow out of the 

goodness of God. The person who is poor is conscious of God’s gifts and, thus, 

relies on God to make the journey.
38

 

 

Bonaventure builds on classical views of beauty, especially drawing on 

Augustine’s work having to do especially with two major principles.  Augustine of 

Hippo, fourth-century theologian and bishop, approached beauty through the principle of 

order (which included such things as measure, number, and weight) and the principle of 

signification (the idea that every created thing is a sign that points to something beyond 

itself.)  Bonaventure develops this further and then recasts the threefold spiritual way of 
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purgation, illumination, and union (as developed through the third-century philosophy of 

Plotinus, taken up in the fifth and sixth centuries in the philosophy of Pseudo-Dionysius, 

and continues on) as a Franciscan way involving awareness, unfolding, and embrace.   

Bonaventure organizes the Itinerarium according to the six wings of the seraph, 

like the seraph that appeared to Francis on Mt. Alverna.  The journey into God involves 

six stages.  The first two stages focus on the outer world and what we can perceive 

through our senses.  This includes such things as “sounds, colors, and tastes of the rich 

and beautiful world.”  The next two stages focus on the inner world, involving self-

awareness and self-knowledge.  “The final two stages of ascent move beyond this world 

toward what philosophers call the trancendentals: the Good and the True, whose union is 

the Beautiful.”
 39

 

Bonaventure describes the way through beauty, restating Thomas of Celano’s 

earlier biographical words about Francis: 

In beautiful things he contuited Beauty itself and through his footprints 

impressed in things he followed his Beloved everywhere out of them all 

making for himself a ladder through which he could climb up to lay hold 

of him who is utterly desirable.
40

 

 

“Footprints” and “vestiges” are important images for Bonaventure.  Just as we trace 

Christ’s footprints by walking in Francis’s footprints, by keeping step with Francis, we 

begin to notice God’s footprints in the created order.  

Bonaventure’s theology also provides a framework for the movement of beauty 

into action through his understanding of the Trinity. In the Holy Trinity, God is in a 
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relationship of mutuality and circularity “in which the Father who is the fountain-fullness 

of goodness communicates goodness to the Son who, in turn, loves the Father in the 

Spirit.”
41

  Emanation, the idea that all flows from God, and consummation, the idea that 

all eventually returns to God, find practical expressions in the life of Francis.  In his 

service to the poor, his preaching, his praying for others, and his leaning forward into 

God, Francis gives and empties himself.  He becomes poor and renews his poverty.  

Through his silence and contemplation, however, Francis soaks up the love, beauty, and 

wisdom of God.  He receives all that God would give him, so that he can then give it 

away.   

…Francis, the man of peace, lived perfectly reconciled to the world 

around him.  Through his deep relationship with Christ, he developed a 

piety that drew him up to God, attracted him to his neighbor, and – 

symbolically—returned him to the state of original innocence through 

universal reconciliation with each and every thing.  Through the lens of 

Francis’s life, Bonaventure indicated that humanity is responsible for the 

perfection of creation, and by this he meant that creation is to attain unity 

with God.
42

 

 

If one follows Bonaventure’s journey of the soul, one does not end up in a beatific vision 

or ride out of the world in a mystical cloud.  Instead, one continues the journey of 

following Francis, following Christ deeper into the world. The Franciscan way of beauty 

does not for a moment take one out of this world, as though mystical experience 

somehow unites one with God who is “out there.”  Rather, as Hans Urs von Balthasar, the 

twentieth-century Swiss theologian and priest points out, the stigmatization of Francis 

highlights not a private mystical experience, but rather, reveals how God’s beauty enters 

our world.   
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It is decisive for Bonaventure’s aesthetic theology that the stigmata were 

branded on the body precisely while the soul was in an ecstatic rapture: it 

is when the form of the divine beauty is seen that this divine beauty 

receives its form in the world.  …[It] is not a flight out of the world that 

leaves it behind, but rather the opening of the world for God, or more 

precisely the revelation of the fact that the world has already been grasped 

by God.”
43

 

 

Though Bonaventure looms large in Franciscan theology and spirituality, Mary 

Beth Ingham suggests Bonaventure’s celebration of the good and beautiful in creation 

finds an even deeper grounding in the incarnational theology of the Franciscan friar and 

theologian John Duns Scotus (1266—1308).  Scotus remains somewhat shrouded in 

mystery and is often the subject of theological argument.  This is in part because his 

writings are so complex, and also because Scotus died at the age of 42, so many of his 

writings are undeveloped and incomplete.  Scotus’s emphasis on the goodness and beauty 

of creation furthers the Franciscan way but also runs counter to much of the inherited 

Western Christian theology, especially theology of the atonement.   

Scotus seems especially relevant in our day, with so many people reacting against 

religion that has been shaped by an Augustinian understanding of the Fall and an 

Anselmian view of the atonement.  Scotus offers another way that can sound radical, 

new, and inviting.  Though Scotus is perhaps best known popularly for his theology used 

to support the Doctrine of the Immaculate Conception, his Marian theology is simply an 

extension of his theology of the Incarnation.   

For Scotus, the Incarnation is not merely God’s answer to the problem of sin and 

evil in the world.  Rather, it is God’s choice, from the beginning of time.  Anselm of 
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Canterbury (1033—1109), Benedictine monk, theologian, and Archbishop of Canterbury, 

had asked the question, “Why did God become human?” The answer, Anselm proposed, 

was that because of humanity’s disobedience and sin, God sent Jesus into the world in 

order to pay a penalty humanity could not pay, thus resulting in salvation for those who 

put their faith in Christ. Anselm’s theory won the day, but Duns Scotus argues 

differently, that the Incarnation is the very intention of creation, its highpoint and glory.  

“The incarnation is God’s summum opus,” in the words of Franciscan Allen Wolter.
44

 

God’s artistic hand is not forced to create.  The Incarnation is not God’s attempt 

to paint a pretty mural over an ugly wall.  Rather, God creates for the love of creation.  

Ingham summarizes Scotus’s view of God the creator using musical imagery.   

All that exists belongs to a great performance by a master musician who 

hopes that someone is listening.  [In the work of Scotus] we move from 

the recognition of the Artist (God) to the consideration of the performance 

(creation), finally, to the act of appreciation on the part of the human 

mind. When we understand creation as the gift, the divine performance, 

we stand in awe of what has been given and acknowledge our inability to 

respond in kind.
45

 

 

Scotus takes the objective qualities of beauty, those things which ought to find a 

right proportion in order to be “beautiful” (such as mathematical proportion and the 

numerical relationship) and adds the importance of the subjective and personal, what 

could be called the “artistic.”  His discussion of beauty moves into the discussion of a 

beautiful act as being not only something that is done for a moral good, but something 

done for a moral good out of love.  As Ingham explains, “Like the artist, the moral person 
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must make intentional moral judgments of the rightness of an action. These moral 

judgments require the sort of inner balance of a juggler,
46

 one who is able to balance 

various aspects of a situation and act beautifully.”
47

  We can think of the musical analogy 

again as we recall the difference between a piece of music that is played with technical 

perfection and compare it with the same piece of music played perfectly but also played 

with feeling and love.  This is how the via pulchritudinis becomes a via amoris.  The way 

of beauty becomes a way of love.  As Ingham puts it, “The primary reason for charity and 

the purest motivation of our love for God is found in the divine nature: God is ultimately 

most worthy of love, because God is most beautiful. Here charity and justice meet.”
48

 

Ingham argues for the relevance of Scotus in our world as she writes, “The human 

activity of imitating God is best identified in our response to the good that appears as the 

beautiful.  In loving what is good, the human heart most nobly reflects divine creative 

activity.”
49

 Further, Ingham argues, “Through meditation upon the life of Christ, and the 

life of Francis, the individual becomes inwardly transformed into the image of the 

Beloved.”
50

 

But meditating on Christ is not enough.  Scotus puts forth what Ingham calls a 

“transformative praxis.” “Transformation involves not merely meditating on the life of 

Francis, it requires acting in the world in the manner of Francis,”
51

 which is really, the 

manner of Christ. 

                                                 
46

 Ingham’s use of the word, “juggler” to describe the moral person who does a beautiful thing out of love 

recalls St. Francis’ use of the term, “jongleur de Dieu.”  [See Chesterton and Frugoni] 
47

 Ingham, Rejoicing in the Works of the Lord, 41.   
48

 Ingham, 50. 
49

 Ingham, Scotus for Dunces,132 . 
50

 Ingham, Rejoicing in the Works of the Lord, 38. 
51

 Ingham, 40. 



  32 
 
 

Action in response to beauty, for the sake of beauty, in the Franciscan tradition, 

looks like humility.  As Ilia Delio explains, “The humility of God is not an abstract 

concept.  It is how God expresses himself in concrete reality. Francis teaches us that God 

is an inexhaustible mystery of love and we are invited to become like God, surrendered in 

love. We are invited to live in the humility of God and to see God’s beauty in the heart of 

the world.”
52

  

The deep appreciation of the Incarnation and its implication for living as sisters 

and brothers with all of creation finds more contemporary expression in the theology of 

Leonardo Boff who, as a Franciscan liberation theologian in Latin America, is intensely 

concerned with praxis and action.  Boff’s Franciscan way urges us to face the unjust 

systems and oppressive forces of our world, and to hold fast to Francis’s way of poverty.  

Though Boff does not often use the concept of “beauty” to frame his arguments, he writes 

eloquently of the need for gentleness, joy, and humility.  Boff shows the life of Francis as 

beauty-in-action.  

Francis was perceived as gentle and humble, but his humility also had a moral 

strength to it.  As Boff points out, Francis did not only encourage with happy thoughts.  

“Francis understood,” Boff writes, “that transcendence is not enough, that is, the striving 

upward in search of the ultimate mystery that is called the Father.”  That kind of 

transcendence doesn’t get at the whole truth of what is possible.  It leads to fullness, but 

not integration.  Boff presents the Franciscan way as including what he calls “trans-

descendence.”  This is an experience many of us may do our best to avoid because it 
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means coming in touch with what we fear, what we loathe, what we avoid, because “we 

fear facing emptiness, solitude, suffering, and death.”  However, Boff argues 

Through transdescendence, the individual is open to what is below, thrust 

toward the shadow of the stigmatized poverty of the bodies of the 

exploited and leprous.  Accepting them with gentleness and tenderness, 

they are integrated through human sharing, especially by the most intimate 

sharing, which is the compassionate heart. The individual feels cured of 

her own pain, because she feels accepted in the human universe. Whoever 

makes her own the totality of this experience of transcendence and 

transdecendence, like Francis, will be able, from the depths of her heart, to 

sing the hymn to all creatures, because she has leaned over them, as over a 

spring, and has heard them singing.
53

 

 

Boff is describing in practical language Bonaventure’s Journey of the Soul, as we follow 

Francis with faith in the beautiful even when we don’t see it.   

In a perfectly beautiful world (from this parish priest’s perspective) the programs 

from A Year with St. Francis would yield amazing, measurable results.  The 

congregation and the whole neighborhood would be swept up in the via pulchritudinous.  

There would be conversions, meaningful interactions with people of other faiths, major 

works of charity, new vocations to the Anglican Third Order of Franciscans, and entire 

groups of people energized to storm Capitol Hill to demand justice, mercy, and peace.  

And yet, the way of beauty is necessarily life-long, both for the individual and the 

collective of individuals called the parish.  Two areas of theory especially suggest the 

long-term nature of change and growth into beauty:  the Lincoln Center Institute’s work 

around aesthetic education and the imagination, and the work around organizational 

frames as put forth by Lee Bolman and Terrence Deal, scholars in the field of leadership, 

education, and organizational change.  
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Aesthetic Education and Imaginative Learning 

The Lincoln Center Institute for the Arts in Education (LCI) was established in 

1975 and is the educational outreach wing of the Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts, 

Inc.  Working especially with teachers, administrators, and students in the classroom, LCI 

aims to integrate arts with action, especially through its program of “aesthetic education.”  

Maxine Greene, philosopher in residence, outlined the goals of the center in a 1980 

lecture. 

Aesthetic education … is an intentional undertaking designed to nurture 

appreciative, reflective, cultural, participatory engagements with the arts 

by enabling learners to notice what there is to be noticed, and to lend 

works of art their lives in such a way that they can achieve them as 

variously meaningful.  When this happens, new connections are made in 

experience: new patterns are formed, new vistas opened. Persons see 

differently, resonate differently; as Rilke wrote in one of his poems, they 

are enabled to pay heed when a work of art tells them, ‘You must change 

your life.’
54

 

 

Over the last few years, LCI has broadened the idea of aesthetic education into the 

concept of imaginative learning, suggesting that “the imagination is an essential cognitive 

skill that can and should be taught.”
55

  Author Eric Liu and colleague Scott Noppe-

Brandon (Executive Director of LCI) argue some of the greatest problems facing our 

world today, more often than not, stem from a lack of imagination, a sense that there 

simply are no additional answers.  Issues such as poverty, violence, warfare, global 

warming, population control, addictions, and many other problems are often approached 
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as though the right amount of willpower and knowhow can achieve a solution.  Instead, 

Liu and Noppe-Brandon argue, “These are not primarily failures of will.” 

The general assumption is that a will to act must precede imagination—

that you decide to do something before you imagine what it is.  The reality 

is that imagination comes first. It must. Until and unless we have the 

emotional and intellectual capacity to conceive of what does not yet exist, 

there is nothing toward which we are to direct our will and our resources.
56

 

 

  The LCI approaches the world with assumptions like those of Ronald Heifetz, the 

authority on leadership at Harvard University and the Kennedy School of Government.  

Heifetz and others argue that many of the world’s problems should be approached not 

through easy, quick, or “technical fixes,” but require the longer, slower, more creative 

work of “adaptive change.”
57

  Putting structure to adaptive change, the Lincoln Center 

Institute has created what it calls Capacities for Imaginative Learning.  [See Table 1.] 
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Table 1: Capacities for Imaginative Learning 

 

Noticing Deeply:  to identify and articulate layers of detail in a work of art or 

other object of study through continuous interaction with it over time. 

 

Embodying: to experience a work of art or other object of study through your 

senses, as well as emotionally, and also to physically represent that experience. 

 

Questioning: to ask questions throughout your explorations that further your own 

learning; to ask the question, “What if?” 

 

Making Connections: to connect what you notice and the patterns you see to 

your prior knowledge and experiences, to others’ knowledge and experiences, and 

to text and multimedia resources. 

 

Identifying Patterns: to find relationships among the details that you notice, 

group them, and recognize patterns. 

 

Exhibiting Empathy:  to respect the diverse perspectives of others in the 

community; to understand the experiences of others emotionally, as well as 

intellectually. 

 

Living with Ambiguity: to understand that issues have more than one 

interpretation, that not all problems have immediate or clear-cut solutions, and to 

be patient while a resolution becomes clear. 

 

Creating Meaning: to create your own interpretations based on the previous 

capacities, see these in the light of others in the community, create a synthesis, 

and express it in your own voice. 

 

Taking Action: to try out new ideas, behaviors or situations in ways that are 

neither too easy nor too dangerous or difficult, based on the synthesis of what you 

have learned in your explorations. 

 

Reflecting/Assessing:  to look back on your learning, continually assess what you 

have learned, assess/identify what challenges remain, and assess/identify what 

further learning needs to happen. This occurs not only at the end of a learning 

experience, but is part of what happens throughout that experience. It is also not 

the end of your learning; it is part of beginning to learn something else. 

 

 

Those who work with LCI and seek to implement its capacities argue that the need for 

aesthetic education, or imaginative learning, is vital in our society, even in areas we 
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might not suppose.  For example, Liu and Noppe-Brandon point out that when the 9/11 

Commission wrote its report outlining the various failures that led to the terrorist attacks 

taking the country by such surprise, “the most damning failure it enumerated was a 

failure of imagination.  The government had failed to imagine that terrorists might strike 

at America in such a stunningly symbolic, asymmetrically powerful way.”
58

 

The Lincoln Center Institute uses the capacities for imaginative learning to 

suggest a three-stage process or progression, what it calls the ICI Continuum consisting 

of imagination, creativity, and innovation.   

Imagination, LCI believes, is the capacity to conceive of what is not, to 

perceive new possibilities.  Creativity involves translating what has been 

imagined into action—introducing something original into the world. 

When such a creative act pushes past boundaries to truly new territories, 

innovation occurs.
59

 

 

Organizational Frames 

  In addition to the work of the Lincoln Center Institute, the organizational theory 

of Bolman and Deal also suggests a longer, adaptive approach to change, but also 

suggests that a project like A Year with St. Francis might both work with the strengths 

of the parish and push its growing edges.  Bolman and Deal outline what they 

characterize as four primary organizational frames: the structural frame, the human 

resource frame, the political frame, and the symbolic frame.  While most organizations 

usually operate primarily out of one particular frame, the authors suggest that especially 

when trying to promote growth or change, leaders can borrow tools from other frames or 
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try to help the organization develop one of its less developed frames.  A strong 

organization develops the ability to move among frames or switch frames when a 

particular situation or crisis requires it.  An overview of the four-frame model is below
60

: 

Table 2: Organizational Frames 

Frame 

 Structural Human 

Resource 

Political Symbolic 

Metaphor for 

organization 

Factory or 

machine 

Family Jungle Carnival, 

temple, theatre 

Central 

concepts 

Rules, roles, 

goals, policies, 

technology, 

environment 

Needs, skills, 

relationships 

Power, conflict, 

competition, 

organizational 

politics 

Culture, 

meaning, 

metaphor, 

ritual, 

ceremony, 

stories, heroes 

Image of 

leadership 

Social 

architecture 

Empowerment Advocacy Inspiration 

Basic 

leadership 

challenge 

Attune 

structure to 

task, 

technology, 

environment 

Align 

organizational 

and human 

needs 

Develop agenda 

and power base 

Create faith, 

beauty, 

meaning 

 

The “symbolic frame” as discussed by Bolman and Deal characterizes much of 

the All Souls culture, as the parish and people place enormous importance on “meaning, 

belief, and faith,” especially as these interact with symbols.  Myths, values, and visions 

all collide to form a strong culture.  Other important aspects of the symbolic frame 

include stories and fairy tales about the culture, the prominence of heroes and heroines in 

the cultural stories, the use of ritual and ceremony, and the easy use of metaphor, humor, 

and play.   
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The symbolic frame resonates with several key ideas within the Franciscan 

tradition (beauty, story, humor, and playfulness), but one aspect of this frame that has 

particular relevance to All Souls involves understanding and appreciating the use of 

theatre.  Because of its love of the liturgy, and its comfort with acting out the great story 

of our faith through all the senses, All Souls can understand what Bolman and Deal mean 

when they view processes and systems as theater, as drama that “expresses our fears, 

joys, and expectations.  Drama arouses emotions and kindles our spirit.  It reduces 

uncertainty and soothes bewilderment.  It provides a shared basis for understanding the 

present and a vision of a more promising future.”
61

 

Theater can invite the organization to reflect upon itself, argue Bolman and Deal, 

by inviting a group or organization to imagine launching “a new play called Change.”  

After presenting ideas and imaging new situations, Bolman and Deal ask particular 

questions of the group, as though the group has been an audience.  Three primary 

questions become the basis for discussion of the “theatrical experience”: 1) What was 

expressed?  2) What was attracted?  and 3) What was legitimized?  According to the 

authors, such reflection can help participants see what goes into their existing myths and 

stories and begin to devise new myths.  “Change becomes exciting, uplifting, and vital.  

The message is heartening and spiritually invigorating.  There is always hope; the world 

is always different. Each day is potentially more exciting and full of meaning than the 

next.  If not, change the symbols, revise the drama, develop new myths—or dance.”
62

 

This sentence, though written by two authorities in the field of leadership and 

organizational theory, could easily have been written by a Franciscan.   
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I know that as a leader and rector, my own personal default is to operate out of a 

mostly symbolic organizational frame. And yet, as Bolman and Deal point out, a 

symbolic frame has its limitations. Sometimes this frame allows for miscommunication.  

Concepts based on symbols are sometimes “elusive,” and “effectiveness depends on the 

artistry of the user.”  Furthermore, “Symbols are sometimes mere fluff or camouflage.”
63

  

For that reason, it seems that my own leadership could be developed, and our own parish 

identity strengthened, if we were to experiment with other organizational frames. As we 

seek to follow Francis in mission and action, we might draw on more of a political 

organization frame.  As we add staff and continue to promote and train lay leaders, we 

could benefit from some aspects of the human resources frame.  As committees, task 

forces, and boards interact with increasing speed and complexity, our growth can be 

informed and guided by more of a structural frame.  

In conclusion, I argue that a better way forward—given our history, our building, 

our aesthetic and imaginative capacities, and our organizational frames—is pursued 

through a Franciscan opening to beauty.  A Year with St. Francis was comprised of two 

major and four minor projects to help the parish clarify its vision, help individuals grow 

in their own faith and spiritual maturity, and enable the parish to live a vision motivated 

by beauty even as we move increasingly into action.   
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