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We continue our Lenten series with a reflection on visual prayer.  Pause with me before we begin.  Through Jesus, oh God, you have told us the eye is the lamp of the body; that those things we take in with the eye have the power to fill us with light or darkness (Matt 6:22).  Guide our gaze, we ask, to those images which reveal your radiance that we might be filled with light.  Amen. 

The picture you are seeing is an icon called “The Holy Trinity”.  The famous iconographer Andrew Rublev wrote this icon in an effort to bring all of Russia together around the Name of God so that its people might overcome the tragedies of their world through contemplation of the Holy Trinity.  This icon was Rublev’s response to a Russia racked by the black plague, civil war, and Mongolian invasions.  Fear and hatred have become no less destructive since the 14th century.
  Rublev believed that holy beauty might be an antidote for the violence which rages within and among us.  Maybe he was on to something.   
This picture places the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in the setting of a home, at the very least a back yard or roof patio.  The figure on the left with the blue undershirt is the Father; in iconography blue is always the color of divinity. The son, in the center, has a blue and red tunic; in iconography red is always the color of humanity.  The Father and the Son seem to be gazing at each other.  The face and eyes of the Father figure exude love and care, and Jesus looks to be resting in that grace.  The right hand of the Father is upturned in an expression of blessing.

The figure on the right, the Holy Spirit, is also cloaked in blue.   The fingers of the Holy Spirit point downward to the rectangle beneath the table. Some suggest that this table could as easily be an altar alluding to the sacrifice Jesus makes on behalf of all creation.  The rectangle to which the Holy Spirit points, and her eyes direct, references the tomb.  The Spirit reminds us that Jesus incarnated a sacrificial love which leads to the cross and the tomb.  While suffering and death are part of his story, and our stories, Jesus offers us the sign of peace with his fingers.  The personal and social challenges we face should not cause undo anxiety; he blesses us with a peace the world can not give.   The tree of life behind him is another visual testifying that the way of Jesus is none other than to way to live most fully.  This, too, invites us to a deeper trust of the Risen Christ and his ways of living in the world.
As we look at this image we come to realize that we are the fourth member of the scene; we have been welcomed to the table in this holy home.  We are guests privileged to join the intimate circle of love:  the love of a Divine Parent and child, the love of a saviour who lays down his life, the love which has sustained centuries of Christians who endured and ministered during tumultuous times.  Anxiety and fear dissipate as one dwells in this house of love.

All who sit with the icon, in fact, are a part of the scene.  It is not just me who is invited to this table, this altar.  The Holy Trinity are the hosts of this home and they receive all who come for a visit.  We may not agree with the person next to us or even like them, we may not agree with our neighbours or like them, but they too are a part of the circle.  The icon does not allow us to exclude any person.  They, like we, are there by invitation of the Holy Trinity.
Just like in Rublev’s Russia, the spiritual lessons reflected in The Holy Trinity have something to offer our lives and world.  Perhaps dwelling on this icon can help de-escalate the mistrust among aboriginal and non-aboriginal peoples of this land.  Perhaps dwelling on this icon can help families reclaim the gifts of intimacy, love, sacrifice, and resurrection which the icon mediates.
Images like The Holy Trinity are also important for our prayer life because we do not always have words for the prayers of our hearts.  In relation to this icon Henri Nouwen wrote:

During a hard period of my life in which verbal prayer had become nearly impossible and during which mental and emotional fatigue had made me the easy victim of feelings of despair and fear, a long and quiet presence to this icon became the beginning of my healing.  As I sat for long hours in front of Rublev’s Trinity, I noticed how gradually my gaze became a prayer.  This silent prayer slowly made my inner restlessness melt away and lifted me up into the circle of love, a circle that could not be broken by the powers of the world.  Even as I moved away from the icon and became involved in the many tasks of everyday life, I felt as if I did not have to leave the holy place I had found and could dwell there whatever I did or wherever I went.  I knew that the house of love I had entered has no boundaries and embraces everyone who wants dwell there.

Here is another icon for our meditation while I continue the sermon.  Nouwen makes the point that once imprinted upon our minds we may find ourselves praying through that image regardless of our location.  The science backs him up.  In actuality the brain is mainly an image processor, not a word processor.  Much of our sensory cortex is devoted to vision.  “In fact, the part of the brain used to process words is quite small in comparison to the part that processes visual images...There are countless studies that have confirmed the power of visual imagery in learning...Various types of visuals can be effective learning tools: photos, illustrations, icons, symbols, sketches, figures, and concept maps, to name only a few. Consider how memorable the visual graphics are in logos, for example. [We] recognize the brand by seeing the visual graphic, even before reading the name of the brand.... Starbucks simplified their logo by dropping their printed name and keeping only the graphic image of the...mermaid. I think we can safely assume that Starbucks Corporation must be keenly aware of how our brains have automatically and effortlessly committed their graphic image to memory”.

A logical question, then, is why do Mennonites have so few visuals as a part of our worship services and why do Mennonite pastors (like me) so rarely include visuals to accompany the text of a sermon?  In my case, it is challenging enough to find appropriate words to describe concepts like God, kingdom of God, resurrection let alone find appropriate images of these mystery laden topics.  Church history from our branch of Christianity has only compounded the challenges.  
Up until the seventh century the church valued visuals as part of their worship life.  Christians of the early centuries painted on the walls of the catacombs where they buried their dead and sometimes gathered for worship.  After that, things get complicated.  Various waves of iconoclasm have been a steady diet in the western branch of Christianity from the 8th century onward.
   Some of the concerns with images in worship have been theological in nature—is it idolatrous to make an image of God when Exodus clearly reads, “You shall not make for yourself an idol – any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or the earth beneath.... You shall not bow down to them, nor worship them” (Exodus 20:4-5).  Some of the concern through the centuries has also focused on the opulence of art.  Puritans, the Reformed, Mennonites all adopted a very bare bones approach to decorating worship spaces.  That gives us an idea of some of the history behind the absence of icons or much other art in our worship spaces.   It is surely time for another mediation on a image crafted with great spiritual care.
The icon before us is entitled The Virgin of Vladimir.  In her book on the ancient icons of Mary, Sister Wendy Beckett calls this “one of the best loved of our familiar icons”.
  It also goes by the name Our Lady of Tenderness and is “one of the most venerated of all Russian icons.  It was painted by an anonymous Greek artist in the beginning of the 12th century.  Around 1183 it was brought from Constantinople to Kiev, and about 20 years later from Kiev to Vladimir”.
  Let us first consider Mary.

Her eyes are compelling.  As I look into Mary’s face I do not find her looking at me.  I have the sense that she is gazing beyond me--  maybe into centuries past, or multitudes beyond me, or maybe into the future.  The emotion these eyes convey is subtle.  This is the woman who said, “let it be with me according to your word” (Lk 1:38).  This is the woman who was told, “a sword will pierce your own soul too” (Lk 2:35).  This is the mother who would watch from a distance as her son died on a Roman cross (Lk 23:49).   She fully knows our questions, our fears, our sorrows, our agonies, our desire to trust.  There is patience and wisdom in her eyes as she looks out into our world and into our human condition.  And then we have her hands.
Her left hand draws our attention to the Christ child.  It is, as if her gesture is saying, he is the one to take the burdens of our lives and of our world.  The right hand has lifted the Christ child to her check.  He belongs to her and she belongs to him and he belongs to all who accept her invitation to focus on the child.  Speaking of the child...

The baby Jesus is portrayed along lines of classic iconography.  “It is easy to see that the child is not an infant.  He is a wise man dressed in adult clothes.  Moreover, the luminous face and golden tunic indicate that this wise man is truly Word of God, full of majesty and splendor.  He is the Word made flesh, the Lord of all ages, the source of all wisdom, the Alpha and Omega of creation, the Glory of God.  All is light within and around the child.  In the child there is no darkness.  He is, in the words of the Council of Nicea, “God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God.”
  This stands alongside the tender embrace he offers his mother. 
Like many icons depicting the baby Jesus, the child’s throat is quiet large.  This is the iconographer’s method of depicting the Divine Breath of Christ which is breathed out upon his fearful disciples and people gathered for Pentecost.  The mouths of child and mother are very close.  The sacred breath of Jesus becomes Mary’s breath.  Even as the risen Christ exhaled peace upon his frightened disciples (Jn 20:22), so too the Jesus of this icon breaths peace upon Mary and all who follow Mary’s invitation to draw close to the Christ child.  The juxtaposition of power and tenderness has permitted faithful people from all over the world into a prayerful space of consolation and comfort.  For nine centuries it has facilitated a communion with the risen Christ who meets us in the gentleness of a child.  All this through visuals.

The eye is the lamp of the body.  May we choose to gaze upon those things which bring light to our bodies and souls.  And may this light radiating from within us in turn be a beacon of hope and healing for our city, our communities, and our church.  Amen.
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
Iconoclasm:  the expanded story
The pot boiled in 726 when Emperor Leo III publicly took a position against icons; this resulted in their removal from churches and their destruction. There had been many previous theological disputes over visual representations, their theological foundations and legitimacy, but it had never reached the point of violence against the images..... Some historians believe that by prohibiting icons, the Emperor sought to integrate Muslim and Jewish populations who perceived the images as idolatrous...After all the first of the Ten Commandments states, “You shall not make for yourself an idol – any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or the earth beneath.... You shall not bow down to them, nor worship them” (Exodus 20:4-5).   Another theory suggests that the iconoclasm was an attempt to restrain the growing wealth and power of the monasteries. They produced the icons and were a primary target of the violence of the Iconoclastic Controversy. Other scholars offer a less political motive, suggesting that the prohibition was primarily religious, an attempt to correct what some perceived to be the practice of worshiping images.

The (pro-icon) camp agreed that it was impossible to depict the invisible God, any effort to do so would be an idol because no humanly crafted image can do God justice.  Jesus Christ, though, is the “image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation” we hear in Colossians (Col 1:15).   In Christ’s person, God became visible, as a concrete human being.  They maintained that visual meditations on an image of Jesus can draw one more deeply into relationship with the Risen Christ, with God, with the Holy Spirit, with the Angels.  Further, they suggested, the icons of Christ witness to God’s incarnation.  And no one who inclined to pray with icons would ever suggest that they worshiped the icon, but that to which the icon directed.  The iconoclasts won out and the era of iconoclasm lasted nearly 100 years.

Similar things happened during the Protestant Reformation for similar reasons.  In fact, some historical sources even call that era a 2nd iconoclasm. 
   The resources the Catholic Church had spent on paintings, statues, and stained glass struck many of the reformers as off.   There were concerns about people venerating the object and not the essence to which the object pointed.  Sometimes stain glass was removed in a Catholic church turned Protestant, and other times the glass was simply smashed.  Painting and pictures were removed from the worship space. Lutheran, Reformed, and Anabaptist traditions all placed higher value on Word of God received through the ear rather than the eye.  And Mennonite churches, by and large, remain rather plain to this day.  That ends my quick and incomplete historical survey on the factors contributing to the poverty of visual prayer within western Christianity in general and Protestant Christianity in particular.
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