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Dear Readers,

Bible in art - this topic is ambiguous and multi-lay
ered. The Bible itself is often lauded as a picture-
book, a book that provokes the imaginative powers of
reader and hearer with its verbal images, a book that
loves to formulate its message in picture language.
When we say that something was meant figuratively,
we are engaged in translation, interpretation. The
translation of the biblical message into pictures for
purposes of preaching is a device that reaches far
back into Christian history: the Biblia Pauperum, as a
Picture-Bible for the illiterate, is only one example of
this picture ministry.

This double issue is devoted to the use of pictures in
Bible ministry and limits itself, in the selected exam-

pies, to painted pictures and drawings. The various
dimensions of the topic are of course always involved.

The preaching of the Christian faith through the use of

images was not something that was considered natu
ral from the beginning. The Old Testament, after all,
contains a strong prohibition against images. The arti
cle of GCinter Lange reflects on the opportunities and
the limits of biblical picture language. The biblical

message expressed in picture language implies a
translation into a specific context; the picture serves
here as a medium of interpretation and inculturatlon.
The examples from pastoral praxis presented in this
issue attest to this fact. The pictures of the Massai Bi
ble, with their language of color and motif, translate
the Christian message into the life-world of the shep
herd peoples in the steppe of East Africa. The catchy
and often humorous paintings that Fr. Wolfram
Dressier uses in his work of biblical pastoral ministry
in Latin America communicate the biblical message in
such a way as to reach also the young people whose

customary reading comes out of comic books and
colorfully illustrated magazines. The 'method of bibli
cal pictures' based on the seven-step-method in
South Africa supports and strengthens personal ac
cess to the Bible through the use of pictures. Finally,
icons that play a central role in the liturgy and spiritu
ality of the Orthodox Churches, are not only pictorial

representation, but sacrament: through the icon en
counter takes place; it makes possible a 'simple' ac
cess to the Christian faith-mystery, if it is true that faith
comes through hearing - what then can be the func
tion of pictures? This is the question addressed by the
article of Herbert Fendrich. He shows that pictures
based on the Bible can not merely be used as a sub
stitute Bible for the illiterate, in the sense of the Biblia

Pauperum (Gregory the Great); rather, the multi-lay
ered character of pictures and even the proper quality
of the picture-genre itself can offer a potential added
value to the text and serve as a kind of magnifying

glass to aspects of its message.

The present issue, under the heading 'From the Fed
eration', once again contains extensive notes from the
lives of our members in many parts of the world. And
a short notice on home affairs: a slight change in the

imprint betrays an important change in the General
Secretariat of the Catholic Biblical Federation. In July,
2000, Mrs. Clara Maria Diaz relieved her predecessor
Fr. Ludger Feidkamper in the office of General Secre

tary and with her new assignment has also taken over
the responsibility of coediting the Bulletin. The next is
sue of the BDV will report on this change in adminis
t r a t i o n .

Pictures in the service of biblical pastoral ministry
translate the Word of God into the life-word, into the
context of the observer. They address individual expe
rience, fantasy and feeling and they summon to a re
sponse, Pictures illustrate the Christian message; they
supply a kind of snapshot for deeper inspection and
e n a b l e a m u l t i d i m e n s i o n a l c o m m u n i c a t i o n b e t w e e n

image and observer. They make possible a silent en
counter with the Word of God. Pictures in the service

of biblical pastoral ministry facilitate access to the
Word of God: and this is precisely the core task of the
CBF. Let us use the power of pictures where the word
does not suffice. In the figurative sense as well!

A l e x a n d e r M . S c h w e i t z e r
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Bible and Images

Opportunities and Limitations of Biblical
Picture-Language

GUNTER LANGE

The Bible thinks and speaks in images; it employs verbal pictures
and evokes images in the minds of the reader and the hearer. The au
thor of this article offers some reflections on the possibilities and the
difficulties of biblical picture-language and draws methodological
and didactic conclusions. Dr. Gunter Lange is emeritus Professor of

religious education and catechetics at Ruhr University in Bochum,
Germany.

The article is taken, with minor alterations, from: Wolfgang Langer

(ed.): Handbuch der Bibelarbeit, Kosel Veriag.

i s t o r l c a l

Presupposit ions

I n t h e i r f i n a l f o r m , t h e t e n c o m

m a n d m e n t s o f t h e O l d T e s t a m e n t

contain a strict general prohibition

against images. The basic idea is
conveyed in the statement: "You
shall not make yourself a graven

image" (Ex 20:4; Deut 5:8). This in
junction forbids the production, the
erection and the worship of any im

age of Yahweh - a fortiori, images
o f o t h e r d i v i n i t i e s a r e a l s o e x c l u d e d .

An image of God would be from the
start a "foreign" image. The prohibi
tion against images respects the

Identity of Yahweh as an incompa
rable, living God, not subject to ma
nipulation.

It is of course true that in the piety
of Israel and of Judaism this prohi
bition of images has not always
been adhered to with equal strict
ness; but at the time of the New
Testament it was strictly observed.
In the early Church, even after its
separation from the Synagogue,
the prohibition continued to be tak
en for granted as a confessional
mark that distinguished believers
from "Pagans". The earliest material
C h r i s t i a n a s w e l l a s J e w i s h e x a m

ples of biblical images are dated to
day to before the middle of the 3rd
century A.D. ( the Roman cata
combs; the Synagogue and house-
church of Dura-Europos). Since the

theologians were still signaling an
official ban on images in the 4th

century, their appearance must at
first have been a matter of private

usage, in the realm of popular pie
ty: sketches of predominantly Old-
Testament sa lvat ion paradigms

(Jonah, Noah, etc.), visualized im
ages of heavenly bliss, very much
in the artistic style of late antiquity.

I n t h e f o u r t h a n d f i f t h c e n t u r i e s t h e

image program expanded, gained
entry into the official life of the
C h u r c h a n d f o r c e d t h e C h u r c h t o

reflect on the question of the spiritu
al, pastoral and theological legiti-
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macy of this new medium. After a
stormy period of conflicts and cri
ses over images in 8th century, the

image question finally received a
positive resolution with the 7th ecu
menical council of 787 (Nicea II);

images attest to the fact that in the
i n c a r n a t i o n G o d b e c a m e v i s i b l e ,

accessible. Our image of God is the
human image of Jesus Christ. This
means also: non-symbolic images
of the Trinity or of God the Father
remain subject to the prohibition

against images for some time to
come, indeed, into the 12th century.

Image and Word
In the theological struggle over im

ages the ancient maxim "a picture
is a silent word" played a large role.
In the West, a related idea took
h o l d i n t h e f o r m o f t h e s t a t e m e n t :

When in modern Bibles "old-

fashioned" pictures predominate,
this is a sign of poverty in terms
of the relationship of religion and
art in our era or of a lack of

courage in communicating the
faith in a way that corresponds
to the signs of the time

pictures are a substitute Bible for
the illiterate (Pope Gregory the
Great, 1604). Both statements were
supposed to legitimate images on
the grounds that they were ex

tremely close to the biblical word;
thus, picture and word were ex
plained as interchangeable for pur
poses of preaching.

how the Word of God has been re

ceived, internally worked out and
visually translated in every age. The
his tory o f B ib le images shows
which biblical themes were pre
ferred in different eras. The pictures
offer the Bible's effective history

(Wirkungsgeschichte), and indeed
especially at the grass-roots level.
For this reason, in order to interpret
t h e m w e n e e d t o h a v e a t h a n d n o t

only the biblical text to which the
image immediately refers, but also
liturgical texts, non-liturgical edify
ing narrative literature (the Apocry
pha) , homi l ies, songs, mystery
plays, etc. Thus, though pictures
c a n b e s e e n a s a f o r m o f b o o k -

reading it is really more accurate to
view them as a form of preaching or

catechizing.

In saying this, we are in no way de

nying the fact that biblical pictures
h a v e n e v e r c o n s t i t u t

e d a n " a u t o n o m o u s "

art. They have always

iiqM been in the service of
the Word (cf . Acts

ominate, 6:4); their intimate
in tprmQ connection to thisin IGl ins jg evident. But it

OiOn 3nd belongs to the specif-
- i c c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f

^ OT the medium "art ist ic

no tllG portrait" that it speaks^ its own language in

sponds color and form. The
art ist ic accompl ish
ment in the portrait

g ives the message
an independent form
that must be respect

ed from a didactic-methodological

point of view - a form that can have
a f r u i t f u l n e s s o f i t s o w n a t t h e c a t e

chetical and spiritual levels. It inter

prets the text in its own way and
must be decoded as an independ
ent interpretation.

Limitations of Painting

The early history of Bible images
shows that pictures evidently be

long to the post-apostolic ecclesi
astical tradition. They document

Pictures often have a greater sug
gestive power than words. The rela
tively restrained descriptive charac
ter of many biblical scenes is some

times interpreted through a vivid
and realistic portraiture (example:
the smoke rising from the offering
of Abel, Gen 4:3-5). This reflects
back onto the Bible reading: we
read the text with the eyes of the

painter. But it is especially where
the tradition of the word has left a

void, has refrained for a good rea
son from direct clarity and aliowed
the background character of the
event to be guessed at that an ob

jectified portrait becomes a dan
ger: cf. in the OT, the theophanies,
but also, for example. Gen 3 (Par

adise) or Gen 22 (Abraham and
Isaac); cf. in the NT: Lk 1-2 (Jesus'
origin in God), the transfiguration,
the appearances o f t he R isen
L o r d .

However iegitimate it is to bring
out the aesthetic independence of
the picture medium, theology can
not refrain from subjecting images
t o t h e m e a s u r e o f b i b l i c a l f a i t h - e x

perience and faith-language. The
danger that theological ly dense
t e x t s w o u l d b e m i s u n d e r s t o o d

through an objective-realistic rep
r e s e n t a t i o n r i c h i n d e t a i l , a s

though the texts were historical
narrative (best example: Nativity

paintings) is certainly minimal in
the forms of expression of twenti
eth century art. However, the pres
sure of visual habits is so great
that even forms containing a sym
bolic content (e.g., medieval man

uscript paint ings) can often be
read real ist ical ly and misunder
s t o o d .

Didactic consequences

F r o m w h a t h a s b e e n s a i d t h u s f a r :

All pictures can be located stylisti

cally and historically. A glance at
the biblical text depicted by the

painting and a careful comparison
of the picture with it must then
cause us to ask questions such as
the following: What struck the paint
er as most important in the text?
How did he make it speak to cur
r e n t c o n c e r n s ? H o w d i d h e o r s h e

embell ish it anecdotally? Is the

5



challenge of the text somehow neu
tralized, or is it sharpened in the ar
tistic representation?

If every era and every culture con
struct their own image, it follows,
for the choice of images used in the
biblical ministry, that those are to
be preferred that best express the
artistic language and vision of our
own time and culture. For example,
w h e n i n m o d e r n B i b l e s o r c a t e

c h i s m s u s e d i n t h e s c h o o l s " o l d -

fashioned" pictures predominate,
this is a sign of poverty in terms of
the relationship of religion and art in
our era or of a lack of courage in

communicating the faith in a way
that corresponds to the signs of the

The following description
should serve as a rule of

thumb for the quality of a

picture: the more many-
layered, the more
multidimensional, the more
powerfully evocative a
picture is the better

t ime. The fo l lowing descr ipt ion
s h o u l d s e r v e a s a r u l e o f t h u m b f o r

the quality of a picture: the more

many-layered, the more multidi
mensional, the more powerful ly
evocative a picture is the better.

a b o u t a t e x t - a w e l c o m e e f f e c t f o r

the "believing-learning-together" ex

perience. Multidimensionality, how
ever, has its limits in that every inter
pretation must relate to the visible
Bible stock, just as the picture itself
does to the B ib le tex t . Otherw ise

the picture functions merely as a

"psycho-technical catalyst for a
sharing of feelings and whims" (A.
Stock). The interpreting word must
open eyes, serve as an aid to vi-

Individual questions
o f m e t h o d

In view of the Bible's preeminence
one might be tempted to assume

that the only correct meth

odological sequence is to
go from an interpretation
o f t h e t e x t t o a n e n c o u n t e r

with a picture. But this
w o u l d b e o n e - s i d e d ,

f There is a danger in this
r j c a s e t h a t t h e p i c t u r e^ would be seen from the

start as nothing more than
a n i l l u s t r a t i o n o f t h e t e x t .

However, after a lengthy

0r6 engagement with the text
a visual impulse can be

just what one needs. The
picture as "silent word"
can often help one to ad
v a n c e f r o m t h e e n d l e s s

discussion a text can gen
erate to an experience in

which the biblical message is al
lowed to have an integrating, medi
ta t i ve e f f ec t .

Since the human eye is a living or

gan inhabited by spirit, it is always
the whole man who sees, including
his individual history and his cultur
al specificity. This is why there can
be variously accentuated interpreta
tions in many-layered pictures. So
too, in discussions centered on pic
tures, personal sensitivities and ex
periences more often come into
p lay than in mere d iscuss ions

On the other hand it can happen
t h a t B i b l e t e x t s o f f e r n o n e w i n

sights to a given audience (which
would first need to be won over to

more intense work with the text in

o r d e r t o c o u n t e r a c e r t a i n w e a r i

ness and annoyance with the Bible)
o r t h a t a c c e s s t o t h e w r i t t e n t e x t i s

lacking for other reasons (illiteracy,
the lack of a Bible translation, etc.).
In such cases going from a picture
to the text could be indicated as a

helpful order of procedure. The dis
tancing that lies already in another

medium, especially when the latter
has its own, unfamiliar and eye-
opening form, can of ten break
through dominant expectations and
supply motivation for an unbiased
look at the text. Justice is done to

the picture: it is allowed to express
itself fully before being subordinat
e d t o a t e x t . A n d t h i s c a n l e a d t o a

n e w e n c o u n t e r w i t h t h e t e x t . T h i s i s

especially the case when the se
lected painting is in no way bound
to the biblical text but rather, for ex

ample, poses the human "ques
tion", expresses the peculiar experi
ence that is dealt with by the text it
s e l f .

This sequence from picture to text
could be disadvantageous in that
the text could appear faded by
comparison to the suggestiveness
of color and form, or one could fail
to see the picture's perspective on
the text from the point of view of
c o n t e n t s .

One way or another the picture, as
opposed to the text, gives freer rein
to intuition and fantasy, allows the
soul's image-level more uninhibited
motion, offers models of existing
appropriation and interpretation of
t e x t s a n d l u r e s u s t o a b a n d o n o u r

selves not only intellectually, but
also meditatively to the contents of
the biblical message creatively por

trayed in image.

(Trans!.: L Maluf)
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T h e M a s s a i B i b l e

A P i c t u r e - B i b l e f r o m A f r i c a

he Massai are a shepherd people
who live in the prairies in southern

Kenya and northern Tanzania. The
long-time director of the Mission Station
Handeni (Tanzania), Fr. Odilo HuppI
OSB, who has since passed away, called
t h e M a s s a i n o m a d s t h e " I s r a e l i t e s o f A f r i

ca". He writes: "The Massai worship one

only God, Engai, the one, almighty crea
tor of the world. He is the guardian of all;
he is loving, incomprehensible, one only.
He is kindly and often forgives his chil
dren. But he punishes them as well in or
der to make them better. Engai gave eve

rything to the Massai; they are his cho
sen people. The Massai trace their land

of origin in the North. According to their
own tradition they were the shepherds of
the Pharaohs. For centuries they wan
dered through Egypt, the Sudan and

Ethiopia, finally reaching Kenya and Tan
zania, ever in search of the great grass
prairies for their herds of livestock. In the
f a i t h t r a d i t i o n s o f t h e M a s s a i o n e f i n d s

noteworthy echoes of biblical themes.
They believe they were cut off from God
because in ancient times a great chief
committed an offense against God. In

spite of a strict command not to kill a
mother cow. he slaughtered it in a time of
f a m i n e s o t h a t h e c o u l d s u r v i v e w i t h h i s

children. As a result, the umbilical chord

w a s b r o k e n . T h i s M a s s a i t r a d i

tion finds a response in the mes

sage of Jesus. Jesus, the Son of
God, by the power of his resur
r e c t i o n r e a t t a c h e s t h e u m b i l i c a l

cord, the chord of life: this Is the
n e w c o v e n a n t . "

For over 20 years Sister Karin
Kraus, a German nun, has been

living with the Massai in the
steppes of Tanzania. It was in
her capacity as a veterinarian
that she first gained access to
th is shepherd people whose

well-being and survival depend
o n t h e c o n d i t i o n o f t h e h e r d s .

S h e e n c o u n t e r e d t h e M a s s a i i n

the world of Abraham; she took

(To be continued page 12)
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Recognizing God in a Guest
Abraham and the Visiting Angels

' Yahweh appeared to him

a t t h e O a k o f M a m r e w h i l e

he was sitting by the en

trance of the tent during the
hottest part of the day.
2 He looked up, and there

he saw three men standing
n e a r h i m . A s s o o n a s h e

s a w t h e m h e r a n f r o m t h e

entrance of the tent to greet

t h e m , a n d b o w e d t o t h e

ground.
^"My lord", he said, "if I find
favour with you, please do
not pass your servant by .
" ' L e t m e h a v e a l i t t l e w a t e r

brought and you can wash
your feet and have a rest un
d e r t h e t r e e .
¨ L e t m e f e t c h a l i t t l e b r e a d

and you can refresh your
selves before going further,
now that you have come in

your servant 's direct ion."
They replied, "Do as you
say."
¨ Abraham hurried to the tent

and sa id to Sarah , "Qu ick ,

k n e a d t h r e e m e a s u r e s o f

best flour, and make loaves."

Gn 18,1-6

Key:

B = B i b l e

C = C a t e c h i s m

B Gn 18,1-6: If I find favour with you,
do not pass your servant by.

C The passage on the appearance of
the mysterious three men - messen
gers of God - angels, who are Abra
ham's guests, offers an occasion to lec
ture on angels (good and bad) and on

guardian angels. (Of. Matt 26:53; Matt
18:10).

8
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Rejoicing after a iong separation
J a c o b a n d a l l h i s s o n s

¨ So Jacob left Beersheba.

Israel's sons conveyed their
father Jacob, their l itt le chil

d r e n a n d t h e i r w i v e s I n t h e

waggons that Pharaoh had
s e n t t o f e t c h h i m .
¨ Taking their livestock and all

that they had acquired in Ca

naan, they arrived in Egypt -
Jacob and all his offspring.
' ' With him to Egypt, he

brought his sons and grand
sons, h is daughters and

granddaughters - all his off
spring.

I s r a e l s e n t J u d a h a h e a d t o

J o s e p h , s o t h a t J u d a h

might present himself to Jo
seph In Goshen,

Joseph had his chariot
made ready and went up to
G o s h e n t o m e e t h i s f a t h e r

Israel. As soon as he ap

peared he threw his arms
r o u n d h i s n e c k a n d f o r a

long time wept on his shoul
d e r .

Gn 46,5-7; 28-29

B Gn 46,5-7; 28-29: Joseph through his
a r m s a r r o u n d h i s f a t h e r ' s n e c k . . . a n d

J a c o b b l e s s e d a l l h i s s o n s .

C The "family portrait" is an occasion to
r e f l e c t o n t h e f a c t t h a t w e " a r e s a v e d

not only as individuals, but in commu

nity, with Jesus Christ as leader and
brother in service of our loving Father."
(Of. Rom 8:29).

9
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Compassion
T h e G o o d S a m a r i t a n

" But a Samar i tan t rave l le r

w h o c a m e o n h i m w a s

moved w i t h compass ion
w h e n h e s a w h i m .
^ He went up to him and

bandaged his wounds, pour
ing oil and wine on them. He
t h e n l i f t e d h i m o n t o h i s o w n

m o u n t a n d t o o k h i m t o a n

i n n a n d l o o k e d a f t e r h i m .
" Next day, he took out two

d e n a r i i a n d h a n d e d t h e m t o

the innkeeper and sa id ,
"Look after him, and on my

way back I will make good
a n y e x t r a e x p e n s e s y o u
h a v e . "

Lk 10,33-35

B Lk 10.33: But a Samaritan came on
him ... and when he saw him, he was

moved with pity.

T h e M a s s a i - M i s s i o n a r i e s a l s o e n c o u n

ter the ancestor question which the

message of Jesus did not address.
Here, the pericope of the Samaritan
(who in the eyes of the Jews was a

heretic) can be of help. The heretic
becomes a model through the way he
l i v e s .

C Anyone who "follows the law that is
written in the heart of every human

being, teaching him to distinguish be
tween good and evil", can "be saved"

1 0
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Letting oneself be found by Him
The good shepherd

I am the good shepherd:
the good shepherd lays down
his life for his sheep.

The hired man, since he is

not the shepherd and the

sheep do not belong to him,
abandons t he sheep as
s o o n a s h e s e e s a w o l f c o m

ing, and runs away, and then
the wolf attacks and scatters

the sheep:
he runs away because he

is only a hired man and has
no concern for the sheep.

I am the good shepherd: I
know my own and my own
know me,

Jn 10,11-14

B Jn 10,11:1 am the good shepherd C The Catechism speaks of Jesus'
true humanity: he is a man, who "lives
a n d d i e s a l i f e l i k e o u r s . T h e d i f f e r

e n c e b e t w e e n h i m a n d u s I s t h a t h e

d i d n o t s i n . T h e B i b l e t e l l s u s t h a t h e

takes pity on us in our hardships by

taking them upon himself." (Lk 24:38).

1 1
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B i b l e a n d I c o n s

Silent Catechesis for Evangelizing
our Imagination

PIERRE HUMBLOT

T h e a u t h o r o f t h i s a r t i c l e ,
Pierre Humbiot, is a priest of
t h e C h a l d e a n C h u r c h a n d i s

ac t i ve in I ran .

' For example: Paul Endoki-

mov: "L'art de I'icdne, theolo-

gie de la beaute" DOB. 1970.
L. Oupensky and V. Lossky,
The Meaning of Icons", or L.

Oupensky: Essai sur la theol-
ogie de i ' icdne dans i 'Eglise
orthodox, 1960, Ed. Exarcate
o f t h e R u s s i a n P a t r i a r c h i n

Eastern Europe...

fter years of hesitation, the West
ern Churches, with their concern
for liturgical renewal in the do

main of sacred art, and hence of liturgi
cal music, hymnography and iconogra

phy, now often look to the Oriental
Churches, - and above all to the Byzan
tine Church, the most Oriental of them all
- to recover a more Christian, that is to

say, a more biblical artistic expression.
Thus, with regard to icons, it has be
come very common in our churches to
see photographic reproductions of the
works of the great Russian or Greek ico-

nographers, often with a perpetually lit
vigil-light or candle in front of them. What
explains the popularity of such art? How
can we properly evaluate it and make
use of its positive aspects for a biblical
catechesis? These are the questions we
will take up here, more on the basis of a
catechetical experience with adults in the
E a s t t h a n o n t h e b a s i s o f t h e o r e t i c a l i n

sights on iconography which have, by
the way, been very well expounded in
learned essays written by theologians of
t h e O r i e n t a l C h u r c h e s . ^

But first, what Is an icon?

To express in a nutshell the profundity
and the catechetical importance of icons,
I prefer the following definition: "The Bi
ble of the Poor". The fact is that in an era

when very few people knew how to read,
the Church employed this universal lan

guage represented by art and its sym
bolism to express and transmit its con

templative awareness of the mystery.
This explains the numerous miniatures
found on biblical manuscripts opposite
the inspired texts, images that attempt to

express the inner meaning of these texts,
their vital sap, in another register than
the intel lectual and bookish level of ex

pression. Moreover, this suggestive art
was reinforced and deepened through
the hymns that employed the same sym
bols drawn f rom the Bib le; hymns,

amounting to a poetry and a music
which, like the icon, would feed imagina
tion and awareness in the same richly

pregnant and thoroughly human way.
This "Bible of the Poor" in no way repre
sents a cheap-rate Gospel as do some

"explained" and watered-down versions
of the sacred text ! On the other hand,

iconographers, like hymnographers, are
by no means left to their more or less un
br id led imaginat ion: they must con

sciously allow the fruit of the Spirit to
flower in their hearts through an expres
sion that is subject to rigorous rules in

spired by the Bible as received and
h e a r d i n C h u r c h .

It is usually the work of monks who, be
fore beginning to express the fruits of
their contemplation, request the prayer
of the community as well as the imposi
tion of hands by the Bishop, followed by
a long fast so that their art might become
an expression of the authentic mystery,
ac tua l i zed by the Sp i r i t w i th in the
Church. The following is the prayer recit
ed by the iconographer before he goes
t o w o r k :

"Divine Master of all that exists, en

lighten and direct the soul, the heart
and the mind of your servant, guide
his hands that he may be able wor

thily and perfectly to depict your im
age, that of your holy Mother and
that of all the Saints, for the glory.

1 3



^ Kontakion of the triumph of

Orthodoxy, written by St. The-
ophanes who died about 847,
cited in Oupensky, in the abo
ve-cited work, p. 179. Cf. also
St. John Damascene, PG 94,
c o l . 1 2 3 9 : " ' Y o u s a w n o i m

age of him' (Deut 4:15): Oh!
what wisdom in the lawgiver!
How can one make an image
o f t h e i n v i s i b l e ? H o w c a n o n e

represent the features of that
which has no equal? How can
one represent that which has
nei ther quant i ty , nor d imen

sions, nor l imits? What form
can be assigned to that which
i s w i t h o u t f o r m ? A n d w h a t

wou ld one be do ing to t he

mystery, were such an effort
to be made? If you have un
derstood that the Incorporeal
h a s b e c o m e m a n f o r y o u ,

then, obviously, you can re
p r o d u c e h i s h u m a n i m a g e .
B e c a u s e t h e I n v i s i b l e h a s b e

c o m e v i s i b l e b y t a k i n g o n

f lesh, you can now produce
an image of the one who has
b e e n s e e n . B e c a u s e h e w h o

has nei ther body, nor form,
nor quantity, nor quali ty, he
who su rpasses eve ry g ran
deur by the excellence of his

nature, he who, though divine
in nature, has taken on the
c o n d i t i o n o f t h e s l a v e h a s r e

duced himself to quantity and

quality and has taken on hu
man features; so go to it and
c a r v e t h a t f o r m i n t o w o o d

and o f fe r fo r con templa t ion
t h e o n e w h o h a s d e s i r e d t o

b e c o m e v i s i b l e . "

the joy and the embellishment of
your holy Church."

When the work is completed, It will next
be received and acknowledged by the
Church, then blessed and consecrated
with holy oil by the Bishop before taking

part in the liturgical expression of a
Church in prayer. This explains the atti
tude of loving respect on the part of be
lievers with regard to the icon as well as
their reverential gestures: the icon has
become a medium through which believ
ers are placed in the presence of the

mystery. A friend of mine, who is an or
thodox bishop in Lebanon, once re
marked in my presence, with a smile:
" Y o u W e s t e r n e r s h a v e t h e B l e s s e d S a c r a

ment: you don't need icons!" A statement
that is not merely tinged with humor. In
deed, my friend's comment could be in
terpreted as a questioning of a style of
worship that perhaps localizes in too ma
terialistic and unilateral a way the Lord's

presence in the midst of his people,
which is in fact realized in a variety of

ways - and this, without a marked link
with a community. This is comparable to
certain statues of Mary where she is rep
resented alone, in isolation from her Son
and from the Church, in a way that con
fl icts, i t seems to me, with what is
learned from the iconographic tradition
as we l l as f rom the B ib le . . .

On the other hand, more perhaps than in

past generations, we need the icon, this
quasi sacramental presence, to heal our
eyes and our hearts from the often cruel
and dehumanizing images that television
puts before us. To evangelize our sensi
tivity by allowing us to contemplate an
icon, to purify and adorn our imagina
tions rather than vainly attempting to bri
dle them so as to avoid distractions, to

soothe our ears by a sacred music, to

open up our being by a therapeutic
dance like that of David, to exorcise our
hearts through an integral and liturgical

harmony that employs all the artistic po
tentialities of man - is this not to prepare
ourselves for contemplation and for Life
i n G o d ?

The icon, "the Bible of the Poor", and
therefore of children who will once again
learn to insert their entire being into the

mystical dance of the Risen One, our
dance leader! This is what I have just be
gun to learn through my contact with the
liturgies of the Oriental Churches. And I
can attest how important it is for me to al
low myself to be evangelized by this light
that Invades a somewhat rigid world, a
world that almost resembles Islam where

t h e d a n c e o f t h e d e r v i s h e s i s c o n

demned and where all representation re
mains forbidden, as it was at the time of

M o s e s , b e f o r e t h e i n c a r n a t i o n o f t h e
Word, which is what inspires in us the
iconographic urge! Listen to the prayer
of the Byzantine Church in response to
those who reject the painting of icons:

" T h e i n d e s c r i b a b l e W o r d o f t h e F a

ther made himself describable by
taking on flesh from you, Mother of
God; and having repaired the soiled
image to its ancient dignity, he has
united it to the divine beauty. And as
we sing the praises of this salvation,
we express it through action and

through word" ^

The language of silence: the Icon,
catechesis beyond words

The mystery is entirely too ineffable to be
transmitted by intellectual expression
alone: as a work of silent contemplation,
more suggestion than definition, the icon
summons to an appropriate profitable si
lence of the mind, which extends into a

uniquely articulated catechesis as well
a s t o a l e s s c e r e b r a l a n d w a r m e r c o n

templative gaze.

In a sense, the icon approaches a form
of expression dear to Eastern people, an

expression rich with multivalent echoes
and resonances; I refer to mystical poet
ry in song. Moreover, in an Oriental
Church that has lost every written ex
pression of its faith in virtue of a pro
found human uprooting which caused
the forgetting of its traditional written lan

guage, the language of the icon makes it
possible to transmit something of the
O r i e n t a l t r a d i t i o n s t o C h r i s t i a n s o f t h i s

country without any book at all.

Moreover, the Bible does not define God,
but rather evokes his presence through
the creation and the reflected experience
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of a people. Hence the importance of

symbolism within the Bible, that mode of
expression of which all sacred art seeks
to restore an intuition. This explains how
suited the icon appears to be to express
the richness of the biblical message. As
an example we could take that apocalyp
tic language which the Bible often em

ploys to introduce us into the mystery,
and which sometimes leaves us reeling
in astonishment. So, for example, with
the cosmic aspect of the paschal mys

tery.

a central place in the iconography and

hymnography of the Oriental Churches,
and hence in their liturgical catechesis.

" N o w f r o m t h e s i x t h h o u r t h e r e w a s

d a r k n e s s o v e r a l l t h e l a n d u n t i l t h e

ninth hour... And Jesus cried again
with a loud voice and yielded up his

spirit. And behold, the curtain of the
temple was torn in two, from top to
bo t tom; and the ea r th shook , and
the rocks were split; the tombs also
were opened, and many bodies of
the saints who had fallen asleep
were raised, and coming out of the
tombs after his resurrection they
went into the holy city and appeared
to many... Now after the Sabbath, to
ward the dawn of the first day of the
week, ... there was a great earth
quake; for an angel of the Lord de
s c e n d e d f r o m h e a v e n a n d c a m e a n d

rolled back the stone, and sat upon
it. His appearance was like lightning,
and his raiment white as snow..." (of.
Matt 27:45, 51-53; 28:1-3).

An imposing spectacle, expressing the
cosmic mystery of our salvation, which
Saint Peter renders in his own way, when
he evokes at once the prison of the dead
and their evangelization by the Risen
One, the death-dealing waters of the del
uge and of Baptism, the Ascension and
the submission of the heavenly powers
... (cf. 1 Pet 3:18-22; 4:6). The notes of
our Bibles refer us to a whole panoply of

symbols that express the Day of Yahweh
and they affirm that certain of these ex

pressions were so important and so well
known that they formed part of ancient

professions of faith. So it is, for example,
with our "he descended into hell", a for

mula that some would propose eliminat

ing today, on the grounds that it is in
comprehensible! On the contrary, this
event and its symbolic expressions hold

For of course the liturgy remains the priv

ileged place for a biblical catechesis.
And indeed, the icon renders accessible

this language that is somewhat abstruse
to our Western capacities of perception...

As we stand before this poor reproduc
tion of a Syriac icon of Mardin dating
back to the 13th century, let us recall the
v a r i o u s O r i e n t a l t r a d i t i o n s . L e t u s e v o k e

the magnificent icon and its incredibly
expressive colors which we know better.

W h a t d o w e s e e ? ^
' A q u e s t i o n a l w a y s t o b e

asked In cateches is , before

beg inn ing to read the i con
from the top down." Cited by
Jean Corbon, Pr ie re Or ien-
tale des Egiises, vol. 2, p. 9.

In the background, the dark abyss of the
lower regions, the prison of death far re
moved from any glimmer of hope and ex
pressive of extreme human alienation; in
the center stands Christ, victorious, lumi
nous, brandishing his glorious Cross, the
tree of Life and standard of victory. A
cosmic event , and one tha t condenses

all of time and runs through the whole of
space which it takes hold of, in accord-
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^

" Cited by Jean Corbon, Priere

Orientale des Eglises, vol. 2,
p. 9.

ance with the scheme on the opposite

page that shows how the universe was
perceived by the ancients: the New
Adam descends from the highest re

gions of the heavens, finally torn open, to
live as the son of man, of Nazareth in
Galilee, and then to continue this de
scent to the farthest reaches of our noth

ingness so as to allow this new people,
now become his brothers and sisters, to
sit with him as Son of Man in the highest

regions of heaven. Thus, the Christ
stretches forth his powerful hand to
Adam and Eve, to every human being
who exits from his prison at his call.

So it is with the hymns for the Feast of all
Feasts which recapture ail these symbol
ic dimensions in poetry, the magnificent

Above the heavens, the throne of God

The vaults of heaven

and the waters f rom above

The ear th

T h e S h e o l

and the waters

of the abyss

"Exultet", e.g., or this hymn of the Syriac
Church which reads as follows:

You who raise the children of Adam,

you have tasted death. Through
your death, you give life to the dead
and you have put sin to death. You
who have destroyed hell and raised

up Adam, make us worthy, at your
coming, to enjoy you in your King
d o m .

In this night, the Son of our King has
put death to death in its dwelling

place. He has come to visit those
who sleep and has stretched himself
out beside them. His perfume has

spread among the dead: They come
to life again and sing words of praise
t o h i m .

Exult and rejoice, holy Church, sing

g l o r y a n d t h a n k s g i v i n g t o t h e
Spouse who saved you by his cross.
Through his Resurrection the empire
of death has been destroyed, Adam
and his children inherit a new King
d o m .

Your Church praises you, o Christ
our God, You who, through your
death, have taken her for your Bride.
Through the blood you shed you

wrote her dowry and your iove
Ñ extends to the ages of ages.

Having allowed these symbols to
echo and resound, let us now ap

ply ail of this to the current situation
here in Iran, for it is only when it
c o m e s i n t o c o n t a c t w i t h o u r l i v e s

that, through the Spirit, the letter
becomes Word of God. According
to certain statistical analyses that
h a v e o f c o u r s e r e m a i n e d s e c r e t b u t

whose results have been conveyed
to me by a doctor friend, Iran has
the highest number of youth sui
cides of any country in the world.
This dark black hole hypnotizes us.
In the iconographic tradition, it
marked already the descent of the
Word of God among us, and the
d e s c e n t f r o m t h e C r o s s i n t o t h e

"place of the skull", according to
the letter to the Phiiippians. These
dark infernos, at the far end of the

hole of our despair and our depres
sions become our baptistery, the place
of encounter and the virginal womb of
the Church, the place of the transmission
of Life through the power of the Spirit.
For Jesus has gone down to where we
above ail do not wish to go and to where
we are nevertheless inexorably headed.
And it is only there that he awaits us and
extends to us his open hand in the hopes
that we will finally come to recognize that
t h i s i s w h e r e o u r s i n s h u t s u s i n . T h e

stone has been taken away, the stone that

separated the world of the dead from the

i


