
Iconography
This week we continue our series with a look at how sacred 
images bring beauty and spirituality to our churches. 
While the altar serves as the focal point of our sanctuary, 
sacred images also play an important role in lifting our 
hearts to God.  

In the Catholic Church there are numerous examples and 
styles of sacred images. One particular style artwork we are 
familiar with at St. Mary is iconography. 

In recent decades, icons have been become more popular 
in Catholicism as well. In one sense, icons are as old as 
Christianity itself. When we pray the Stations of the Cross at 
Lent, we celebrate the sixth station, in which Veronica wipes 
the face of Jesus. The earliest Christian traditions hold that 
when Veronica did this, an imprint of His face was left on the 
cloth—the first icon of Christianity. 
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This is the third bulletin insert in a series as we 
focus on aspects of our church and the Mass 

as part of our Celebrate the Sacraments…
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More than just religious paintings, icons are often 
described by Orthodox Christians as “windows 

into heaven” or “doorways to the sacred.”



Since that time, icons have adorned 
our places of worship. Like any other 
sacramental, an icon is meant to lift our 
hearts and minds to God. These sacred 
images are particularly important to 
children. The practice of looking at an icon, 
lighting candles before it, or reverencing the 
icon with incense or a kiss allows children 
to enter into deep prayer even before they 
begin to read.

The making of icons itself is an act of prayer. 
Special materials are used to symbolize key 
elements of our faith. The wood backing 
reminds the artist of the Tree of Life in the 
Garden of Eden, and the wood of the Cross, 
which is the new Tree of Life for us. The 
wood is covered with a thin layer of linen, 
which calls to mind the shroud Jesus’ body 
was wrapped in. The portions of the image 
that will receive gold leaf are first painted 
with a glue made of clay, which reminds us 
of the creation of Adam and Eve. Gold leaf 
symbolizes the divine majesty of God and 
the indwelling power of the Holy Spirit in the 
lives of the baptized.

Unlike most other forms of art, iconography 
does not change dramatically over time. In 
fact, if you looked at two icons depicting 
the same person – for instance Jesus at His 
baptism – it would be difficult to know if 
the icon was created in the fifth century or 
the twenty-first! This is because the images 
themselves are handed down through the 
generations in a consistent manner. This is 
an analogy of our faith. We pass it on to our 
family, friends, and even total strangers in 
a beautiful tradition that stretches back to 
the Apostles. Icons endure, just like our faith 
endures, because the traditions surrounding 
them both are stronger than the passing 
turmoil and difficulties of human life. 

As you can see, icons are more 
than just pretty pictures! They 
are images of sacred beauty, which 
reflect in a small way the perfect 
Beauty of our God. Our vision is 
to install several icons throughout 
the church to remind us of our 
Lord and the saints who are so 
important to our Catholic faith.


