A Month of Ikons
Background
Ikons originate in Eastern Orthodox Christianity. They represent a different way of looking at life and the Universe from that which we are used to as Enlightenment Protestants. They are not pictures, they are “windows into eternity”. They are not ‘worshipped’. They do not represent the human form as in western art, but portray an eternal reality, a theological statement, a glimpse of meaning beyond the earth-bound. Figures and scenes are written in two dimensions, showing the limit of human perspective. A third dimension (from front to back) is reserved for God the Holy Trinity, who is shown in many ikons as ‘breaking into’ the human scene from the eternity beyond this Universe using the device of a ‘nimbus’ (a sort of whole body halo). You can see this is the ikon of the Nativity (top and centre) pointing to the Christ in human form (shown by the haloed head labelled ‘Son’). Mary and Joseph (and attendant angels) have similar but unlabelled halos.
Spend time understanding this as it will help enlighten what follows.
Now contrast the rich narrative of the ikon with the entirely human artwork. What theology (understanding of God) you discern in each of them? 
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Week 1	Realism
We live in a Universe of mystery beyond human understanding. We believe in a creator God who made heaven and earth and who must exist beyond both, beyond the constraints of time and space in this Universe. The Orthodox assert that God’s essence (core of God’s Being) as the Holy Trinity is beyond the Universe and that we perceive God through his energies (activities or revelations) in this world. [A decent analogy is an old-fashioned cathode ray TV, where beams of yellow, red and blue light are beamed onto the screen and mix to create the image we see – their source (essence) is beyond our seeing, but we perceive the energies of the coloured beams]. There is none of this eternal realism in the renaissance artwork above. 
As ikons are windows into reality beyond time and space, past present and future can be depicted in the same ikon. You can see this in the ikon of the Nativity. The same is true of the ikon of the Transfiguration.
Spend time this week, in separate sessions, absorbing the ikons of the Nativity, the Transfiguration and Gethsemane. What do each of them say to you? How do respond in prayer?
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Week 2	Ikons of the Holy Trinity
This week we shall be looking at two ikons which reveal God as Holy Trinity: the Theophany (Baptism of Christ) and the Metamorphosis (Transfiguration).
Spend a session or two meditating on the ikon of the Theophany. What does it say to you about Jesus? Sacraments take place in Divine Reality, not merely in a rational, human cut-down version of Reality: God acts in them from both beyond and within time and space. They are a living counterpart of ikons. So, what does this ikon say to you about your own Baptism?
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In another couple of sessions, consider the Ikon of the Metamorphosis. What does the ikon say to you? Consider Jesus shepherding the disciples up and down the mountain to experience this Divine revelation. What does this say to you about his shepherding of you to mountain-top experiences. 
[image: ]
Human beings are “in the image and likeness of God” (Gen 1v27). The Orthodox say that this means we have the raw material in us (God’s image) to grow more like God (into God’s likeness), and that this is our life’s work. This potential is our Original Blessing: “God saw all that he had made and it was very good” (Gen 1 v31). What do these ikons say to you about your own journey of transformation into God’s likeness, as seen in Jesus? Ponder this in a couple of sessions.
Week 3 	Ikons of Salvation
“God became what man is so that man might become what God is” 
(St Ireneus). 
We become healed and whole persons through the action of God in our salvation. We might say today that we become whole persons, we become our True Selves, through the abiding Presence of God within us; we are “In Christ”, with “Christ in us” (John c14-16). Orthodoxy asserts that we share in the Divine nature in Christ, which they call called ‘Divinization’ or ‘Theosis’. Christ’s death and resurrection makes this possible.
This week, we shall look at the ikons of the Anastasis (Resurrection) and Pantocrator (the all-powerful Christ in Judgement).
In a couple of sessions, ponder the ikon of the Anastasis. How does this ikon inform your view of the resurrection? What does it say about your own resurrection to eternal life in Christ? Does this image of Christ’s intervention give you confidence?
In other sessions this week, appreciate the ikon of Christ Pantocrator. Do you think of judgement as receiving Christ’s blessing? This is an ikon of power and compassion. How are these qualities reflected in your own life, as you grow in Christ-likeness?
[image: ]
[image: ]
Week 4	Ikons of Working with God (Synergy)
Part of being human is the possession of ‘Free Will’. In our daily lives, we are free to work with God and in doing so we become more like Christ. This week we will consider two ikons of Mary the mother of our Lord, which depict her free choice for co-operation or synergy with God’s will.
In a couple of sessions, ponder the ikon of the Annunciation in which her choice to co-operate with God’s will, as revealed by the angel, is depicted: “Then Mary said, ‘Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.’” (Luke 1 v38). What personal qualities might have assisted Mary in this decision? How might you practically increase your own co-operation with God in his work in the world?
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In a couple more sessions this week, consider the ikon of Mary praying. It depicts both her own and our own praying: prayer reveals Christ’s blessing from eternity. What does the ikon say to you? Study Mary’s face; she seems serene not troubled, calm rather than fervent. What is this ikon saying about your own praying?
In a final session review what effect this month’s work with ikons has had on you. How might you take this forward?

Follow-up Resources
· Ware T (1963) The Orthodox Church  Pelican
· Russel N (2009) Fellow Workers with God. SVS Press
· Williams R (2002) Ponder These Things, Canterbury Press
· Williams R (2003) The Dwelling of the Light; Praying with Icons of Christ, Canterbury Press
· Icons: Windows into Eternity | St Andrew's Greek Orthodox Theological College (sagotc.edu.au)
· https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M9lTwlRd1Po
· https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AAvu6rPocMs
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Orthodox Realism: Ikons

THE TRANSFIGURATION

Orthodox iconography portrays this
Realism of the divine dimension to life. It
uses the device of a nimbus (a sort of
whole-body halo) to show God in the
third dimension breaking into a two-
dimensional scene. Thus, God who exists
within and beyond this Universe breaks
into actions within this Universe, and this
is portrayed using the device of the
nimbus. This is clearly seen in the icon of
the Transfiguration (Christ is seen in his
divine glory). Compare this to the more
human portrayal of a saintly Jesus in his
incarnate life (with a head-only halo)
praying for his life to his Father in heaven
(unseen in the nimbus top left).
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                Orthodox iconography portrays this Realism of the divine dimension to life . It uses the device of a nimbus (a sort of whole - body halo) to show God in the third dimension breaking into a two - dimensional scene . Thus, God who exists within and beyond this Universe breaks into actions within this Universe, and this is portrayed using the device of the nimbus . This is clearly seen in the icon of the Transfiguration (Christ is seen in his divine glory) . Compare this to the more human portrayal of a saintly Jesus in his incarnate life (with a head - only halo) praying for his life to his Father in heaven (unseen in the nimbus top left) .       Orthodox Realism: Ikons
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The Greek Orthodox ikon of the baptism of Christ is
referred to as the Theophany of the Lord. It is both
a revelation to us all that God is Holy Trinity and
that Jesus is the Divine Son of God.

The nimbus, top and centre, depicts the Trinitarian
action of God from the eternity beyond this
Universe of time and space. The Holy Spirit in the
form of a dove, descends upon Jesus in his baptism
by John and the words of witness from the Father
appear above Jesus is abbreviated form (‘Jesus’ and
‘Christ’). Angels look on in a mixture of joy and
wonder. John’s eyes are turned to eternity as he
blesses God’s Son.
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        The Theophany    The Greek Orthodox ikon of the baptism of Christ is referred to as the Theophany of the Lord . It is both a revelation to us all that God is Holy Trinity and that Jesus is the Divine Son of God . The nimbus, top and centre, depicts the Trinitarian action of God from the eternity beyond this Universe of time and space . The Holy Spirit in the form of a dove, descends upon Jesus in his baptism by John and the words of witness from the Father appear above Jesus is abbreviated form (‘Jesus’ and ‘Christ’) . Angels look on in a mixture of joy and wonder . John’s eyes are turned to eternity as he blesses God’s Son .
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THE METAMORPHOSIS :
(TRANSFIGURATION )

Jesus stands at the highpoint of the mountain, the
place where the earth meets the heaven. He is
enclosed in the nimbus of existence beyond this
Universe, beyond time and space. On separate
highpoints he is joined by Moses and Elijah,
representing the Law and the Prophets. The three
disciples are at the borderline of sleeping and
waking — a place where God often speaks to us to
day. Theophanes (1340-1410) was apparently the
first to paint the disciples being led by Jesus up the
mountain and then down again — alluding to the
fact that it is Jesus who leads us all to such
mountaintop experiences, but we must also be led
back down from such highpointsto normallife.
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        T HE M ETAMORPHOSIS : (T RANSFIGURATION )    Jesus stands at the highpoint of the mountain, the place where the earth meets the heaven . He is enclosed in the nimbus of existence beyond this Universe, beyond time and space . On separate highpoints he is joined by Moses and Elijah, representing the Law and the Prophets . The three disciples are at the borderline of sleeping and waking – a place where God often speaks to us to day . Theophanes ( 1340 - 1410 ) was apparently the first to paint the disciples being led by Jesus up the mountain and then down again – alluding to the fact that it is Jesus who leads us all to such mountaintop experiences, but we must also be led back down from such highpoints to normal life .
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THE ANASTASIS:
(RESURRECTION)

Jesus stands on the Cross: this is the base for his
actions accomplished within the perspective
(nimbus) of eternity. He literally pulls the saints of
the Old and New Testaments (Moses? and
Lazarus) from their graves. The Evil One is bound
and cast into the abyss beneath the Cross. The
action is witnessed by John the Baptist (always
shown with the finger pointing to Christ in eternity)
and various saints and Christian royalty. The
nimbus is semi-enclosed by rocks curving inwards,
suggesting Christ is bursting out from his tomb.
This ikon is not just representing the Resurrection
of Christ, it is representingthe resurrection of all of
the saints, including ourselves.
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          T HE A NASTASIS : (R ESURRECTION )    Jesus stands on the Cross : this is the base for his actions accomplished within the perspective (nimbus) of eternity . He literally pulls the saints of the Old and New Testaments (Moses? and Lazarus) from their graves . The Evil One is bound and cast into the abyss beneath the Cross . The action is witnessed by John the Baptist (always shown with the finger pointing to Christ in eternity) and various saints and Christian royalty . The nimbus is semi - enclosed by rocks curving inwards, suggesting Christ is bursting out from his tomb . This ikon is not just representing the Resurrection of Christ, it is representing the resurrection of all of the saints, including ourselves .
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THE PANTOCRATOR:
(ALL-POWERFUL — CHRIST IN JUDGEMENT)

Christ stands alone in Judgement. With the left
hand he holds the book of the Law (or the
Scriptures), with the right hand he blesses.
Judgementis a blessing not a condemnation. More
difficult to see here (but startlingly obvious in the
originalikon in the museum at St Mark’s monastery
at the foot of Mount Sinai) is Christ’sface, one side
of which looks impassive, but the other side of
which is filled with deep compassion. Christ is
both Divine and human, judge and compassionate
lover of mankind.
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          T HE P ANTOCRATOR : (A LL - P OWERFUL – C HRIST IN J UDGEMENT )    Christ stands alone in Judgement . With the left hand he holds the book of the Law (or the Scriptures), with the right hand he blesses . Judgement is a blessing not a condemnation . More difficult to see here (but startlingly obvious in the original ikon in the museum at St Mark’s monastery at the foot of Mount Sinai) is Christ’s face, one side of which looks impassive, but the other side of which is filled with deep compassion . Christ is both Divine and human, judge and compassionate lover of mankind .
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Free Will & Synergy

‘In God’s image’ includes humankind possessing free will
Orthodoxy rejects doctrines that infringe on that freedom

The Grace of God works with the free will of personsin a
process of co-operation (synergy): ‘We are fellow workers
(synergoi) with God’ (1Cor 3v9)

“The incorporation of man into Christ and his union with
God require the co-operation of two unequal but equally
necessary forces: Divine Grace and human Will” [Anon.
Orthodox spirituality p23]

The supreme example of synergy is the Mother of God

Synergy is expressed at the Epiclesis of the Eucharist
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            Free Will & Synergy • ‘In God’s image’ includes humankind possessing free will • Orthodoxy rejects doctrines that infringe on that freedom • The Grace of God works with the free will of persons in a process of co - operation (synergy): ‘We are fellow workers ( synergoi ) with God’ (1Cor 3v9) • “The incorporation of man into Christ and his union with God require the co - operation of two unequal but equally necessary forces: Divine Grace and human Will” [Anon. Orthodox spirituality p23] • The supreme example of synergy is the Mother of God • Synergy is expressed at the Epiclesis of the Eucharist   
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THE THEOTOKOS ORANS:
(THE MOTHER OF GOD PRAYING)

Mary is referred to as the Mother of God, an
honorific title given to underline the divinity of her
son Jesus. She lifts her hands in the traditional
attitude of prayer. Her usual blue robe is covered
by the red mantle of a saint and priest. At her heart
is a nimbus of eternity revealing the cosmic Christ
(note the stars) in blessing (note his fingers). The
Ikon says that the prayers of the Mother of God
bring a blessing from Christ in eternity. More than
that, this is an ikon of all who pray; it portrays an
Orthodox definition of prayer “Being in the
Presence of God with your mind on your heart™.
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        T HE T HEOTOKOS O RANS : (T HE M OTHER OF G OD P RAYING ) Mary is referred to as the Mother of God, an honorific title given to underline the divinity of her son Jesus . She lifts her hands in the traditional attitude of prayer . Her usual blue robe is covered by the red mantle of a saint and priest . At her heart is a nimbus of eternity revealing the cosmic Christ (note the stars) in blessing (note his fingers) . The Ikon says that the prayers of the Mother of God bring a blessing from Christ in eternity . More than that, this is an ikon of all who pray ; it portrays an  Orthodox definition of prayer “Being in the Presence of God with your mind on your heart” .   
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           Painting Eternity or Humanity?      


