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The beard signifies the courageous; the beard distinguishes the grown men, the earnest, the active, the vigorous.


St Augustine of Hippo










Preface


I stumbled upon the untold history of beards early in 2018 after spotting a novelty book on beards in a bookshop. I wondered, idly, whether anyone had written on the theology of beards. A small amount of research uncovered a rich seam from which to mine the golden nuggets of this book.


After discovering that Jesus almost certainly had a beard, I found that a cardinal had lost the papacy because of his beard and that beards have been, at the very least, a topic of comment from the time of St Augustine right through to the present day. My curiosity was well and truly sprouting and I set about more systematic research. Little did I know that this idle curiosity of one afternoon would grow into a minor obsession. The religious history of beards quickly became a religio-historical vortex from which a humble Mouse could not escape.


The stories I found and have gathered together in this book entertained and fascinated me, not least the fact that they exist at all – that anyone would have put serious thought into the theological virtues – or otherwise – of facial hair. And yet they have.


After reviewing the arguments made both for and against beards, all put forward with great sincerity and often with great fervour, it is extremely hard not to conclude that, after all, God probably does not care either way whether a man’s (or a woman’s, for that matter) face is hairy or smooth. God said to the prophet Samuel, ‘The Lord does not look at the things people look at. People look at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart’ (1 Samuel 16:7). It is extraordinary that, in the entire history of Jewish thought and Christian argument on the topic of beards, I have not found this verse quoted once. But, believe it or not, throughout history the whys and wherefores of the beard could not be so easily, ahem, brushed aside. People have lived and died, and the Church itself as we know it today has, in part, been shaped (and trimmed) by its beard theology. Yet, to us today, even giving it a few seconds’ thought seems ridiculous.


Perhaps, in some small way, we will be drawn to the conclusion that some other issues about which religious people fall out with each other are probably not as important as they seem. God looks not at the outward appearance, but at the heart.


My hope with this work is, first, that it educates and entertains. I also hope that this education will include a realisation that we can all bring our presuppositions and assumptions with us when we engage in religious and political debates, and that we might still be doing this today in contemporary discussions on more substantial issues.


For those who read this and are inspired to continue reading on this topic, I heartily endorse Christopher Oldstone-Moore’s Of Beards and Men: The Revealing History of Facial Hair and Allan Peterkin’s One Thousand Beards: A Cultural History of Facial Hair, which were both essential research sources in the preparation of this work.


I would like to take the opportunity to thank Andy Lyon and the publishing team at Hodder and Stoughton for all their advice and support. Special thanks also go to Bishop Graham Kings, Paula Gooder and Miranda Threlfall-Holmes for taking the time to provide their views and comments on early drafts. Huge thanks also to the brilliant Dave Walker who was a pleasure to work with on the illustrations.


Finally, the biggest thanks must go to Mrs Mouse, who has lived with this strange obsession with an extraordinary degree of patience and fortitude.










Introduction


The history of the worldwide Church is as wonderful as it is surprising and mystifying. The Church began as a tiny band of poorly educated men and women in a backwater of the Roman Empire following a man who claimed to be God. Today, around one-third of the planet’s population claims to be Christian. The journey between those two points is one of the greatest stories in history.


However, the Church has been divided on many issues in the two thousand or so years since Christ founded it on the rock of St Peter. The divinity of Christ, whether Jesus is physically or spiritually present in the bread and wine of Holy Communion, priestly celibacy, the role of women in the Church, and many more issues have risen to the fore in our own time to such a degree as to cause rupture, schism and even violence in the worldwide Church. Yet one issue has been under the surface through all these times, rarely breaking through to the headlines, but constantly fuelling the fire of division. Beards. To shave or not to shave, that is the question. Is a trim as good as a shave, and should the facial follicles be left to sprout as the Lord made them?


The story that unfolds in these pages is fascinating in its own right, but it is more than just a quirk of history. Beard theology is important. It matters precisely because it clearly does not matter. Yet, for centuries, the devout argued, often fiercely, over something that virtually nobody today would consider to be a point of any significance whatsoever. In its day, the issues of beard theology were considered worthy of debate alongside issues such as priestly celibacy, the nature of the sacraments and even the great debates on the divinity of Christ and the Trinity. Beards divided not just the worldwide Church, but also the societies they represented.


People argued about beards, taxed them, banned them and fought over them. Partly this was because they believed something about them. But, more importantly, it was about what beards represented. Beards were symbols of identities and social divisions that allowed people to display the difference between themselves and others in the way they looked. Identity politics has been alive and well for millennia, and beards have been part of that story.


For those of us who consider ourselves part of the Church, there are lessons to learn about how theological differences become entwined with a sense of self and identity, which in turn allows issues to escalate in their importance. It helps us understand that we do not approach Scripture, theology or church traditions from a position of neutrality. Such a position, in fact, has never existed.


So beard theology is important. Anyone who wishes to live in a more peaceful world, or to learn how to understand and accept differences, must pay attention to our beard history. Those who cannot learn from their beard history are bound to regrow it.










PART I


FOR GOD SO LOVED THE BEARD










1


Christ and the Beard of Life


Any discussion of the religious history of beards must surely begin with Jesus. For the world’s 2.4 billion or so Christians, the example of Christ is the ultimate authority. His life is a guide for all to follow. Jesus lived a sinless life, the purpose of which was to save us from our sins. So, if you want to know whether beards are pleasing to God, we could start by considering the beard of our Lord.


We probably all believe that Jesus was a bearded man. But why, when there are no contemporary descriptions or images of him? What does the Bible have to say about beards and how did that influence the theology of the early church? The great fathers of the early church had a surprising amount to say on the subject of facial hair. The approach they took to the imitation of Christ and to the creation of their theology is part of the foundation of the theology of the modern Church. It can help us reflect on the foundations of our own theology.


The beard of our Lord


Christ’s face is one of the most recognisable images in the world. Whether it appears in an exquisitely painted fresco, a cartoon on a T-shirt or the burnt crust of our toast, we are still able to make it out distinctly as the face of Jesus. And that face has a beard. We all know what Jesus looked like. Our image of Jesus has a beard because the historical Jesus had a beard.


There are no written descriptions of Jesus from anyone who could have met him, however. Nothing in the Bible describes his physical appearance. Most confusingly, the earliest surviving images of Christ depict him as clean shaven. It was not until the fourth century that the first bearded Jesus was depicted in art and it was another century before this became the dominant image. The familiar picture of the pale-skinned, blue-eyed, long-haired Jesus with a flowing beard cannot be an authentic representation of a first-century Palestinian Jew. Well, certainly not the pale skin and blue eyes bit. But what about the beard? Why have we decided that Jesus had a beard, in the absence of any primary evidence?


Let us set off on our journey to discover the holy history of hairy faces with the holiest and hairiest of them all, and work out how Jesus got his beard.


The saviour formerly known as [image: ]


The earliest picture of Jesus that the world’s archaeologists have uncovered dates from around ad 250. To our best guess, that would be a little more than two hundred years after Jesus was crucified by the Romans just outside Jerusalem. The earliest Christians did not make images of Christ. This was for two very good reasons, the first being that the Bible told them not to. One of the Ten Commandments says, ‘You shall not make for yourself an image in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below’ (Exodus 20:4), which seemed pretty clear in the traditional Jewish and early Christian interpretation.


The second reason was equally compelling. Painting a Christian image was likely to get you killed. After the Great Fire of Rome in ad 64 the Emperor Nero blamed the Christians and they became a group to which it was dangerous to belong. For around two hundred years, varying degrees of persecution acted as an effective deterrent to those who may have wished to own and enjoy Christian images, as well as to those who might have been employed to create them.


As a result, the earliest representations of Jesus were symbolic and ambiguous. They included:


 




	
A FISH – the Greek word ‘ichthus’ forms an acronym for ‘Jesus Christ, Son of God, Saviour’. It quickly became one of the most widely used Christian symbols and survives in the form of badges, wristbands, car stickers and hipster Christian tattoos to this day;



	
A PEACOCK – this one has not survived. It was based on the ancient Greek belief that the flesh of the peacock did not decay after death. The peacock was associated with immortality and was adopted by early Christians as a figurative illustration of Jesus;



	
THE ANCHOR – this one survives in popular worship songs that ask God to be our anchor, but its meaning is widely misunderstood. In ancient times the anchor was a symbol of safety and was adopted by Christians as a sign of hope;



	
THE STAUROGRAM (which looks a bit like a cross with a long P forming the upright). It is a combination of the Greek letters T and P and was simply an abbreviation of the word ‘stauros’, the Greek word for cross. It is used in a number of early copies of the New Testament.






 


[image: ]


 


After a couple of hundred years, however, images depicting Jesus himself started to appear.


The early Jesus


One place where we find some of the earliest Christian art is the catacombs of Rome. The catacombs were originally a burial place for Christians lower down the social scale. Later, they became the last resting place for Christians of all stripes, from the lowest to the very highest. The remains of popes from the third century are buried there and are still visited today by pilgrims seeking a connection to the early saints.


As the social, and therefore financial, status of those buried there rose, so did the level of luxury in which their earthly remains were laid to rest. The catacombs became decorated with fine frescos which formed an artistic commentary on the character of the souls upon whom they looked down.


On the many miles of underground tombs around Rome, the image of Christ as the Good Shepherd appears more than a hundred times, including the earliest known depiction of Jesus in the catacombs of San Callisto on the Appian Way. The wall painting there is well preserved for its age and shows Jesus as a young man with a lamb around his shoulders and carrying a pot to feed the other lambs, which gather around his feet. He is wearing white robes, and there can be no mistake at all that there is not a single hair upon his divine chin. His upper lip is unquestionably bare.


To understand how the image of Jesus that we know came about, we need to understand a fundamental truth about how Jesus has been perceived by people throughout the ages: we see Jesus as we expect him to be. We see him through the lens of our own cultural norms and expectations. The reason the Good Shepherd on the wall of the San Callisto catacomb has no beard is because he was painted by a Roman who depicted Christ as he imagined him to be, with all the cultural reference points of Roman society and mythology intact.


The most obvious giveaway that the Jesus in the catacombs is not a historically accurate portrayal is those white robes he is wearing: a Roman tunic. The Hebrew carpenter in occupied Palestine would never have worn traditional Roman dress. He is also shown with olive skin and short hair – an idealised Roman youth, according to the traditional artistic style of the period.


We might imagine the commission given to this Roman painter to have been something like this:


Patron: Hi there, are you good at painting frescos in catacombs?


Painter: Me? Seriously? I’m the best catacomb fresco painter this side of Hadrian’s Wall, mate!


Patron: Very well, my good fellow. Could you paint Jesus as the Good Shepherd for me in the San Callisto catacomb on the Appian Way?


Painter: You want me to paint who? As the good what, now?


Patron: Jesus. As the Good Shepherd.


Painter: OK, I’m fine with the shepherd bit, but who is this Jesus chap? Friend of yours, was he?


Patron: Sort of. He is the Son of God. Our risen Lord and Saviour. He died then rose to new life and is now reigning at the right hand of God in heaven, until he comes again to judge the living and the dead.


Painter: Right. I’ll take your word for that. Can you just tell me what he looks like?


Patron: Ah, no, not really. No idea, to be honest. You’ll be the first person ever to paint him. Or at least in the future your painting will be the earliest one to survive.


Painter: Not a problem. Nil problemum, as they say in the forum. You tell me what he was like and I’ll paint someone who I think might look like that character.


Patron: Good idea. He was fully divine and fully human at the same time. He lived a sinless life and brought good news of the coming of the kingdom of God. He was then betrayed and crucified in shame. He was the Lamb of God and a Good Shepherd to his people.


Painter: Well, why didn’t you just say he was a demigod! I’ve been painting them for years. I tell you what, I’ll just do you a Hermes, but take off the winged shoes and helmet. OK? I often do him carrying a lamb anyway, so that works as a good shepherd. Hermes brought messages from the gods to humans – you say your chap brought good news from God. He was a handsome lad, too.


Patron: Sounds perfect! When can you start? You’d better hurry, I’m starting to feel a little poorly.


 


The Roman painter attempting to paint a man who was the Son of God had plenty of reference points from his own culture to borrow from. While the resulting image would not be historically accurate, it would at least mean that those viewing the pictures would understand the language of the painting. Good skin, firm calf muscles and white robes were all part of the normal artistic interpretation of the plethora of half-human, half-divine figures in Roman mythology. They were naturally borrowed to represent the Jesus whose real image had already been lost to posterity, but whose divinity was to be expressed.


Hermes and Dionysus were commonly borrowed images. Dionysus had a strong link as the god of wine, as Jesus said he was the vine and his followers were the branches. Sol Invictus, the Invincible Sun, was also commonly used. Worship of Sol Invictus was formally instituted by the Emperor Aurelian in ad 228, around the time when images of Jesus started to appear. The obvious links between the Light of the World and the Invincible Sun were so strong that this image was even used as the basis of a mosaic in the Vatican in the third century.


In the Basilica di San Pietro, a grotto under the Vatican, a wonderful ceiling painting shows Christ as the sun god. He is riding a Roman chariot and has rays of light emanating from his head. The painting is decorated with the vines of Dionysus around it, making it a classic example of Roman art bringing its own language and history into Christian art.


So the Jesus seen by early Christians in Rome was one who looked an awful lot like Roman gods and heroes. And they never had beards.


Symbolic Jesus


When looking back at these images, it is easy to see them as a kind of corrupted art form – taking non-Christian images and pretending that Jesus looked like a kind of Roman god. However, that is a very modern interpretation. At the time, the artists would not have seen their job as to represent what Jesus actually looked like. They were trying to tell a story with the images. They were hoping that meaning would come through the artwork. To do this, there needed to be a form or artistic language that the artist and the viewer shared. The traditions of Roman mythology presented those opportunities. When they showed Jesus as the sun god, it was not meant to say that is what he actually looked like. It was simply a way of showing him as immortal.


For this reason, most of the earliest images of Jesus show him beardless. Another third-century fresco in Rome, in the same San Callisto catacomb, shows Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead, with Jesus looking every bit the Roman nobleman. Even the only other known third-century image of the adult Jesus, found in the wall of the Dura-Europos Church in Syria and showing the healing of the paralytic, appears to show Christ without any facial hair.


It is not until the fourth century that we start to find images of Jesus with a beard. Even after that, we find as many beardless Christs in paintings as we do bearded ones. Fascinatingly, we sometimes find the same artist representing Christ in the same artwork with and without a beard in two different places.


The Church of Sant’Apollinaire Nuevo in Ravenna, Italy, was built by the Ostrogoth King Theodoric the Great as his palace chapel in ad 504. It was later re-consecrated by the Byzantine Emperor Justinian I in 561. It is a UNESCO World Heritage Site and is filled with dazzling mosaics.


Two sequences of mosaics are of particular interest. One sequence shows Jesus’ life and ministry, including many of his miracles; the other shows Jesus’ betrayal, trial and death on the cross. Jesus is wearing the same clothing throughout. In the first sequence he has no beard and it shows him very much in the tradition of a Roman demigod. However, in the second, created by the same artist at the same time, his beard and hair grow steadily throughout the sequence until he is fully bearded.


As with our earlier images, the artist is less concerned with portraying a lifelike picture, and more with presenting an image with meaning. In this case, the artist wants to show Christ as different from the men around him during his earthly ministry. He is also different from the angels and other heavenly creatures when he ascends. There was a tradition at this time of Jesus growing old and weary with his sorrows during the latter stages of his earthly ministry. The beard is intended to show that this is later in Jesus’ life than the earlier pictures and that he has taken on the troubles of the world. So they put a beard on him.


We can say without much hesitation that we know at least one thing that Jesus didn’t look like – a Roman god. We can also state, without beating around the bush and trying our very best to get straight to the point, that Jesus unquestionably had a long beard.1 Not only did he have a long beard, but he also considered it an essential part of his faith, in the same way as was observing the Sabbath and eating kosher food.


 


1 I’m going out on a bit of a limb here – we can’t know exactly how long his beard was, but we can be sure he didn’t cut it, so it is reasonable to think it must have been pretty long.


 


We know all this because Jesus was an observant Jew and all observant Jews in his time had long beards. They had long beards for the same reason that they observed all of the rest of Old Testament legal code: because their Scriptures told them to as part of the law given to them by Moses to keep them holy before God.


Beards of the Bible


The Torah is the Jewish law that governs many aspects of life for Jewish people. It is known to Christians as the first five books of the Bible: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy.


It starts with the beautiful poetry of the Genesis accounts of the creation of the world. It continues with the familiar stories of Cain and Abel, Noah’s ark, Moses, Joseph (of technicoloured dreamcoat fame) and much more besides.


But then it gets firmly stuck into a very long legal code. For this reason it is not recommended that new readers of the Bible start at the beginning and work their way through. You get off to a flyer with the Genesis and Exodus stories, enjoying the prose, only to be bitterly disappointed by page after page of, ‘it is forbidden for . . .’, and detailed descriptions of precisely how to bring your grain offering to the Lord.2


 


2 Leviticus 2, just in case this is applicable to you.


 


It is in this legal code in Leviticus that we find a particular prohibition of relevance to our narrative. In chapter 19, right after we are told not to eat meat with blood still in it and not to practise divination or seek omens, we are told, ‘Do not cut the hair at the sides of your head or clip off the edges of your beard’ (Leviticus 19:27). It is only a short instruction before the author continues with a prohibition against getting tattoos. In the Jewish tradition, there is a rich history of interpreting the Scriptures, often written down as the Mishnah. This verse has consistently been interpreted as meaning that shaving is forbidden. It is followed in chapter 21 of Leviticus with another prohibition on priests not to shave their head or their beard. It is for this reason that Orthodox Jews, both today and in Jesus’ time, have long beards. But we are offered no direct explanation as to why we should not cut the hair at the sides of our head or clip our beards. While many of the laws in the Torah seem self-evidently sensible rules around which to organise a society, some seem frankly bizarre.
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