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Charles Sanders Peirce is often referred to America’s greatest philosopher. There is ample reason to do so, but one could also call him America’s greatest scientist, or mathematician, as well. There is ongoing research today in all kinds of fields, including philosophy, science, mathematics, even military science and avionics, dealing with ideas developed by Peirce.

Peirce was also an Episcopalian. (I shall resist the temptation to say, “naturally…”) Late in life, a letter to a friend he described his conversion to Christianity and the Episcopal Church as motivated by “the beauty of Christ.” The power of beauty drew him, almost despite himself, to believe.

Now, on Christmas Day, is not the time to discuss the very rich thought of Peirce. I simply want to ask where one can see the beauty of Christ.

Note that we are not asking about the beauty of the story of Christ, a beauty that the Christmas liturgy, with its wonderful lofty readings from Isaiah and Hebrews and John, and its glorious music, is uniquely capable of expressing. But all the world’s religions have some beautiful stories of the creation, of gods and goddesses, and so forth.

No. We are not talking about a beautiful story. Where can you see today the beauty of Christ?

To start with Christmas, think of the innumerable representations of Jesus and his mother, Mary, usually called “Madonna and Child.” Or imagine the much fewer images of Jesus with Joseph, say, Joseph teaching his Son how to plane a plank, as my father once taught me in his organ-building shop. What is the expression on Mary’s face as she gazes at her baby? How does Joseph look at Jesus?

We can see the same expression on other people’s faces. Think of the young woman leaning out of a van handing a blanket to a homeless man on a freezing-cold night. Imagine a soldier’s face as he gives first aid to a wounded comrade, under fire. Or a real story: Mother Teresa of Calcutta began her true life’s work when she came across a man dying the street in that city, as so many still do. She dragged him off the street into an alley, and stayed with him until he died. I am interested in what he saw as he was dying, gazing at her (frankly) very homely face…

He saw the beauty of Christ. It is the same face of these other people we have conjured up. The Swiss theologian Karl Barth called it “the human face of God.” St. Paul writes to the Corinthians: “For the God who said, ‘Out of darkness let light shine,” has caused to shine in our hearts the knowledge of the glory of God revealed in the face of Jesus Christ.” That is what we see reflected in the face of these people. It is the irresistibly attractive beauty of Christ.

But there is more. The beauty of Christ, as we drink it in, reveals to us something even deeper. The human face of God shows us what God is like. By definition, God is unknowable, but we are given glimpses nevertheless, through revelation. “The knowledge of the glory of God revealed in the face of Jesus Christ” shows us that God is love.

Not that God exists and loves us. That is not good enough. No, God’s very being is love, because God is relation. When we say, “God is relation,” this is a technical description of the Holy Trinity. 

By the way, this had a great influence on Charles Peirce, which you can read about for yourselves. But God the Holy Trinity is Love, love for you and for me. When we gaze on the beauty of Christ, we can expand our view to see the image of God as well.

Look again at the Madonna’s face in your mind’s eye. Then add her son looking up at her. See how Jesus looks at Joseph to make sure he is planing the plank correctly. How does the homeless man look back at the girl giving out blankets? Or the wounded man staring at his buddy trying to staunch his wounds? What do the faces of Mother Teresa and the dying fellow look like when you put them together?

In these thought pictures, there is not only one face but two. Not only one person but two people. And between them there is a relationship. This relationship is the image of the relations at the heart of God, of the love of the God who cannot help but be Love.

Do you see it? There is Jesus, the human face of God. There is the same beauty of that face revealing the image of God, in which we are created and called to be. It is irresistible because the glory of God in the face of Jesus is what each of us has in many ways experienced in loving others and in being loved. Not just romantic love, though that certainly cannot be discounted, ephemeral though it may be, for it shows us something of the divine. Parent and child, husband and wife, friend and friend, soldiers in combat, are some of the relationships that mirror at their best some hint of what God is like. They are the image of God whose beauty is Christ.

This, my friends, is that elusive “true meaning of Christmas.” And the meaning of Good Friday. And Easter. And Pentecost. And every day. You and I are beloved of God who is Love and who is at the origin of all the Love we have ever experienced or given ourselves. And God who loves us in Christ calls on us to love in turn.

First of all, to love yourself. You and I both know just how hard that can be, because we know ourselves. But God doesn’t care about our cynicism, our bad habits of thought, our memories of the evil we have done or that has been done unto us. Tonight, we are being told that we are beloved. That God delights in every one here, just as we are. And we are being invited to love ourselves back in the same way.

And then God who first loved us asks us to renew and grow our love for others. First, with those whom we know. And then finally, for those we do not know. God in Christ offers you and me the power of the Love of God, what we call the Holy Spirit, to enable us to cultivate love for humanity, love for this planet, love for creation. And to enable us to act on that love.

Christmas is the moment to reflect yet again on the real beauty of Christ. To hear again that we are created in the image of God. That we are beloved beyond our knowing. And that we can love ourselves. We can love one another. We can care for the whole of creation.

Because first we are loved, and we know this, for we have seen with our own eyes the beauty of Jesus Christ.
