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Introduction to Advent: John of Ford's Sermon 35 
 
As an entryway into Advent this year, I propose taking a close look at John of Ford's Sermon 35 on the 
Song of Songs. Although it is not an Advent Sermon per se, John's thoughts on what he calls the Lord's 
threefold appearance (triplex species) provide an interesting variation on the typical Cistercian approach 
to Advent. The word appearance here does not mean arrival: John is talking about the Lord's splendor, 
the way Lord makes himself seen. The verse from the Song of Songs in question is simply "His 
appearance is like Lebanon" (Sg 5:15). 
 
He begins by saying: "The beauty of Jesus, which exceeds all that can be desired and is desirable 
beyond anything that can be thought, presents a threefold aspect to those wishing to admire and reflect 
on it." At this point most attempts at translation break down, because John uses three synonymous Latin 
words that basically mean beauty: formositas, 'classic loveliness' as our translator renders it, 
pulchritudo, or 'comely fairness', and decus, 'grace' or 'dignity'. The terms are less important than the 
way John unfolds the meanings of these three different kinds of appearance or beauty. 
 
The first beauty or formositas, is the splendor of the eternal unity of Jesus with the Father as the Word of 
God: 

In this appearance, my Lord Jesus has shown himself so ideal in his surpassing beauty, 
for all who have the favor of being admitted to his sight, that from then on, those who 
have seen this appearance once, yearn with insatiable desire for this appearance again. (S. 
35.1: CF 43:72-73) 

 
In a way, this first appearance has to do with the Incarnate Son of God considered from the point of 
view of the prologue to John's gospel, the Word made flesh, the Light shining in the darkness. 
 
This splendor envelops us also, as John goes on to describe: 

O holy Father, how we thank you! From that day you have taken such delight in this 
appearance of your Son, that for his sake you have determined to show mercy to all his 
race. You have forgotten all your just anger, so that you do not only delight in him 
yourself, but in him and with him, we too, begin to be a delight to you. (S. 35.4: CF 
43:74-75) 

 
The second appearance, or pulchritudo, is the beauty of the Son of God considered from the point of 
view of the Second Coming, i.e., Christ, Son of the Virgin, dwelling among us as one of us. 
 
 In John's words,  

"Next, there is the beauty of his appearance with respect to the special graces that are his 
in his humanity. In these purely human qualities, also, he shows himself as lovelier than 
all the sons of men" (S. 35.5: CV 43:77).  

 
John goes on to name his incomparable qualities: "his innocence, his gentleness, his humility, his 
patience, his kindness, justice, compassion, [and] love." Again, the splendor of his appearance is meant 
to have an effect on us. 
 



John goes on: 
Beloved brothers, for me, this appearance of my Lord is like an intimate looking glass, 
and I trust in the Lord Jesus that this is so for you, also, whenever you want to look hard 
at the stains on your face, without any pretense or human respect. Indeed, in his 
innocence, I blush to see my own impurity: in his gentleness, I am ashamed of my own 
harsh dealings: his humility gives me a loathing for my pride: […] in his compassion, I 
see how wrong is my lack of compassion . . . . (S. 35.5: CF 43:77-78) 

 
John describes the third appearance with the word decus, with the connotation of special dignity or 
nobility. The beauty of this appearance is a shared splendor. 
 
John writes: “Indeed a solitary glory comes short of the fulness of glory. . . . If there is no fellowship 
leading naturally to a common sharing, then glory will have no glory, for it all remains deep within 
itself.” 
 
What John is getting at here is that, just as creation was only complete when God made a fitting 
companion for Adam, so too the full beauty of the Son of God can only be seen in his union with his 
spouse [the Church]: 

So then to have nothing lacking to his Son's dignity, God pressed on, day by day adding 
to the 'life of the king' from the dignity of his bride. He labors over this right up to the 
present time, or rather, this will be his labor until the end of time, until he has brought to 
its full the great grace and dignity he intends for this Son. Indeed, until that is completed, 
there will be no sabbath in heaven, and no time for rest on earth. (S. 35.7: CF 43:81-82) 

 
Perhaps this third appearance is the most challenging. Although the great wedding of Bridegroom and 
Bride is only completed in heaven, the church-bride here is not some abstraction: what is meant are the 
actual living faithful of a given time and place, and more specifically one's own community. If asked to 
describe your community, “graceful and beautiful” may not be the first words that come to mind. It's not 
that the church in John's day or the community at Ford had a particular splendor that we now lack. John 
is inviting us to develop a deeper and more patient gaze on what is around us.  
 
Advent, like Lent, with which it shares the liturgical color violet, is meant as a time for closer attention 
and personal change. In Lent the approach is active and ascetical. In Advent the approach is more 
passive and contemplative. John is inviting us to perceive and to bask in the threefold beauty radiating 
from the Son of God.  
 
Change, then, will come less from effort than from absorption: 

 Clearly, we never gaze on that appearance in vain. We never contemplate it without 
some traces of our ugliness being removed, some treasures of beauty being acquired. 
Approach it frequently, brothers: this is the advice of the Holy Spirit. Come close, and in 
the light of the appearance of Jesus, be filled with light, be radiantly white and be made 
new. (S. 35.5: CF 43:79) 
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