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Why should we consider new iconography? 

Each person and each item in the church has an important role to play.  Each fulfills a 

function.  The chalice and spoon are there to help us receive the holy Gifts.  The censer is there 

to offer up our prayers and petitions in symbolic form by burning incense.  If the chalice and 

spoon cannot hold and deliver the precious Body and Blood of our Lord, we must find a new 

chalice and spoon.  If our censer can no longer offer incense as a “sweet-smelling sacrifice” 

without creating a risk of fire, then we must acquire a new censer. 

 

In both cases, the old is not discarded because we do not like them.  Rather, what is old is 

allowed to retire.  These items can no longer fulfill the purposes given to them by the Church, as 

beloved as they may be, and replacements must be found. 

 

It is a cliché, but also so very correct, to say that icons are “windows into the Kingdom of God.”  

We have icons, and the Church has always defended the use of icons in worship, because they 

represent invitations into deeper communion with the Triune God we worship through both 

private and corporate prayer.  That is their function.  What icons fulfill is the responsibility of 

making sure that the Kingdom of Heaven intrudes into our earthly lives.  We do not live in a 

two-storey universe:  heaven up there, earth down here.  Heaven is where God is, and our God 

moves and lives in our midst.  Icons are safeguards against the temptation to put God in a place 

that is far away.  Icons draw us into the presence of the Divine.  That is their foremost role.   (Do 

icons teach?  I suppose so, but that is secondary, even tertiary.)  And if icons cannot fulfill this 

role, if they cannot live up to this responsibility, then they must also be retired. 

 

Our church’s iconography falls into this category.  Think of the large images in the nave.  Once 

vibrant, they are dark beyond reclamation.  They no longer allow the Kingdom to intrude.  

They continue to carry great historical and sentimental value for many, but this value is not 

value which flows from iconography that fulfills its role in our lives of prayer.  And certainly 

for those who are new to St. Nicholas  --  whether cradle or convert  --  the historical and 

sentimental value possessed by the images does not exist for them.  And so these large images, 

as well a collection of other smaller but darkened and distressed icons, should be retired.  And 

we should undertake the search for new iconography which will once again allow the Kingdom 

to intrude on us as we pray. 

 

In addition, other images in the church, while not necessarily dark and distressed, are also 

candidates for retirement.  If you perform a 360-degree inspection of our nave, it is clear that 

icons were placed in the church without a systematic plan.  There is a range of styles and sizes, 

and the assembly of icons does not follow a discernible theme.  Some feasts are represented, but 

not others.  There is a wild roar of competing styles: traditional Russian-Byzantine, eastern-rite 

Catholic, Italian-Romantic (to my untrained eye), pastels and gold-leaf, paper and wood, print 

and paint.  Some saints are represented, but not necessarily saints that seem relevant to our 

parish family, past and present.  And this unsystematic blend makes sense, of course!  Our 

parish was fortunate to receive gifts from generous donors, here and there and over time, and 

those gifts were always placed somewhere in the church out of gratitude.   

 



Each piece has a story and a value in isolation, but the pieces do not cohere.  That is to say, there 

is no  liturgical or theological coherence to the images in the church, considered as a group.   

Unfortunately, there is the sense that each item is not the continuation of an overall plan, but 

rather that each item is just another hanging doodad.  You and I might know differently, but 

there are fewer and fewer who know the inside story.  Walls do talk, but ours at present need 

some serious translating, and ultimately the story they tell is increasingly one about Salem, not 

one about the Gospel.  I don’t say this to be hurtful or dismissive.  I think it is important to 

express my conviction, which has grown deeper since I arrived, even as my love for you and 

this parish and its history has grown deeper. 

 

The retirement of what can no longer fulfill its function, and the chance  to create the sort of 

coherence that allows icons to echo and amplify each other, are desirable and exciting 

opportunities that greet us now. 

 

The question of growth 

 Our iconography at St. Nicholas is painted in a western style that gained popularity in 

parts of Russia and (what is today) Ukraine by the 1800s.  One might best describe the 

difference as a stronger realism, one designed to provoke a strong emotional response in 

particular.  (There are also important differences involving perspective and the use of light.)   

This style represents a departure from traditional rules of representation that have been handed 

down among iconographers since the early centuries of the Church.  Many churches in 

America, from probably all jurisdictions, had icons like ours, but then decided to bring back the 

traditional, canonical forms of iconography. 

 

Some say that making such a change is important to attract new members, especially new 

converts to the Orthodox Church.  Those who are attracted to Orthodoxy are often touched very 

deeply by the role which icons play in prayer and worship, and many are quite informed and 

well-read when it comes to the history of iconography.  For this reason some argue that 

traditional iconography has much wider appeal than the iconography that we presently have. 

 

If we moved in the direction of new iconography, would we experience growth?  I don’t know.  

And I don’t think that growth should be a major factor in making this decision.  Growth is not 

part of the deal, just like “prosperity” is not part of the deal when we live up to the 

commandment to tithe.  But I can promise that our prayer life would be elevated in ways that 

we cannot begin to imagine.  Worship at St Nicholas is good.  But there is another level to which 

our Lord invites us, and renewing our iconography is an important part of that invitation. 

 

 

Should we make a change? 

There are many reasons one might be in support of bringing in older forms of 

iconography, reasons relating to worship, prayer, theology, growth, beauty, church history.  

And those in support of renewing our iconography might be persuaded by some, but not all 

these reasons. 

 

But there are of course reasons for retaining what we have.  Some feel that what we have has 

always been sufficient, and the comfort and meaningfulness which our church presently 

provides are enough to outweigh any reason for making a change.  “Yes, what we have may be 



dark and western, but it is ours, and it is the inheritance we have received from those who came 

before us.  And that matters.”  It is important to respect this point of view. 

 

Should we make a change?  The answer should be “yes” if we believe that the opportunities for 

prayer and worship and renewal outweigh the comfort and meaningfulness provided by our 

present iconography to those who have known it for so long.  What we have is good, but if we 

think that our life in Christ at St Nicholas can be even better by renewing our iconography, then  

yes, we should bring traditional, canonical iconography to our church. 

 

But if we believe that our present iconography will continue to provide comfort and meaning to 

those who will come after us, then the answer should be “no”.  Will our present iconography be 

able to bring future generations more deeply into the life which Christ offers through the 

Church?  If we really think so, then we have no good reason for changing. 

 

What about our founders? 

What about the question of honoring the early members the parish, those who brought 

the iconography to our parish in the first place, with so much love and sacrifice?  If we replace 

our current iconography, won’t this be an affront to their memory?  No, it would not be.  If all 

of our parish ancestors were with us today, I have no doubt that they would express a variety of 

opinions on the matter, just as we do.  They would be sensitive to the needs and reasons for 

renewing our iconography, in the same way that we are.  They would carefully and prayerfully 

consider the question over several years, just as we have.   

 

In short, I believe that all Orthodox Christians throughout history believe in their hearts 

something spoken by Fr. Alexander Schmemann:  “The Church must change, in order to remain 

the same.”  In each age, and in every generation, we should pause and think of how to bring 

ourselves more deeply into the living tradition of the Orthodox faith in Jesus Christ.  Sometimes 

the potential changes are small , and sometimes they are more significant.  But all change is 

done in the name of remaining faithful to the apostolic tradition of worshiping the Father “in 

spirit and in truth” (John 4:24).   We don’t embrace change because of trends, personal fancies, 

or a desire to compete with other Christian churches for members.  We embrace change  only to 

remain the same  --  only to remain faithful to the gospel proclamation of the death and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ as the Son of God. 

 

Change is not easy, and disagreements will continue to arise if we agree to renew our 

iconography.  But disagreement provides an opportunity for discussion and education and, 

consequently, for a strengthened sense of community!  I am so thankful for the hope and 

courage that you have already displayed in your willingness to give such careful thought and 

prayer to the possibility of changing our iconography. 

 

I of course continue to think that, yes, we should make the change. 

 

Glory to God for all things! 

Fr. Theophan 

 


