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Some thoughts about “beautiful” iconography 

When we asked our candidates for a proposal, we told them that we would base our 

decision on four criteria: 

 

(1)   Cost. 

(2)   Proposed terms and conditions, including time frame for completing the work. 

(3)   Iconography style and how it fits with and will impact the parish and its worship life. 

(4)   Ability and availability of the iconographer to assist in basic parish education, provide 

encouragement and a sense of purpose to the parish, and assist in guiding the parish 

through the transition to new iconography. 

 

The first two criteria are largely described by numbers (how much does something cost, how 

long will it take, etc), and Bob Popadic has kindly created a summary of the three proposals 

which allows us to compare all the relevant numbers in a side-by-side fashion. 

 

The other two criteria concern our personal judgments based on the quality of our reaction to 

the way an icon looks or to the personality of an iconographer.  Yes, these are in some sense 

much more “subjective” than the task of comparing costs, but it is not something which is 

merely a matter of taste.  “Anything goes” is not just something we reject when it comes to what 

you should believe and how you should behave  --  it is also something we reject when it comes 

to judgments about beauty.  We are not relativists about truth and goodness, and neither are we 

relativists about what is beautiful. 

 

Something is beautiful to the degree that it resembles Jesus Christ.  He is our standard in all 

things, and our task as Christians is to become more like him in every way possible.  As we 

become more like Christ through worship and mercy and sacrifice, the more our lives become 

true (in the sense of real) and the more our lives become good (in the sense of showing forth the 

“better righteousness” which is the theme of Matthew’s gospel).  But also, as we become more 

like Christ, our lives become more and more beautiful!   

 

The same is true of iconography.  Iconography, we know, is not merely a collection of religious 

or sacred art.  An icon does not simply show us something, neither does it exist to provoke an 

emotional response.  An icon is our partner in worship.  It is a part of creation which calls us 

into a deeper relationship with God through prayer, and in this way an icon allows the 

Kingdom of Heaven to emerge into our midst.  The beauty of an icon resides in its ability to 



help us become more and more like Christ.  This means that “good style” when it comes to 

iconography does not mean “whatever strikes my fancy.”  Good style is style that assists us in 

our efforts to become more and more like our Lord. 

 

How does an icon do this?  Well, one thing is for certain.  An icon does not help us grow in our 

faith simply because it gives a good feeling.  Feelings don’t matter.  They are ephemeral and 

subject to all kinds of influences.  An icon is beautiful if it invites us to participate in the 

resurrected life of Jesus Christ, and this is a matter of what we do, not of how we feel.  Does an 

icon proclaim the joy and radiance of the good news  --  is an icon “evangelical,” in other 

words?  Does an icon move us to pray more, to repent more deeply, to be more thankful and 

patient and humble?  If so, then the icon is beautiful, regardless of how we feel about it.  Does 

an icon move us to share our faith and our love of God with others?  If so, then it is beautiful. 

 

Here is one thing we should not say: “boy, people will see all this wonderful iconography and 

will want to come to our church.”  Maybe they will, and maybe they won’t.  It actually doesn’t 

matter in the slightest to the question of whether an iconographer’s style is beautiful.  The style 

is beautiful only if it moves us to go out and share our faith  --  whether others on the outside 

react favorably has nothing to do with an icon’s beauty.  Ten thousand people may join our 

parish, but that does not in itself make me more like Christ.  Such iconography may be good for 

the parish’s bottom line, but it is not necessarily good for our salvation.  Beautiful iconography 

is iconography that changes me, regardless of whether it changes someone else or not.  

 

The fourth criterion:  the person and personality of the Iconographer 

Everything I have said so far concerns the question of beauty, but all of this also applies 

to criterion (4).  We want to work with an iconographer who has a beautiful personality as well, 

with someone who helps us become more and more like Christ.  Once again, this has nothing to 

do whether or not we “like” someone, nor whether someone is considered nice.  Feelings don’t 

matter.  In fact, feelings may be sinful and, therefore, may lead us down a path that is harmful.  

The beauty of an iconographer’s personality is revealed in whether that person is capable of 

moving us and encouraging us to become more like Christ in our daily lives. 

 

Again, whether someone makes us feel warm and fuzzy, or whether someone irritates us 

terribly, this has nothing to do with our fourth criterion.  What matters is whether an 

iconographer is capable of opening our hearts and minds more deeply to the presence of God 

within iconography and, by extension, within all of church life. 

 

 

 



What about our three candidates? 

Having said all the above, I think that we can agree that our three candidates produce 

beautiful iconography and are themselves “beautiful people” in the sense that they can be 

helpers for us as we try and deepen our discipleship. 

 

And so the real question is whether a candidate produces iconography that is more beautiful 

than the others, and whether the candidate is capable of helping us as a parish bear more fruit 

than the others.  Again, “more beautiful” does not mean beauty in any worldly sense.  One style 

of iconography is more beautiful than another if it has the potential to draw us closer to Christ. 

 

Is it really possible to say for certain that one particular iconographer and one particular style of 

iconography will help us in the ways I have described?  One cannot predict the future  --  we do 

not know all the answers   …  that is at least one reason we turn to God in prayer.  But we can 

certainly make good guesses. 

 

As we prayerfully begin the process of choosing a proposal to recommend to the council, each 

of us should take some time to think about what parish life might be like once we begin this 

new relationship with an iconographer.  The quality of the iconography is influenced by the 

quality of the iconographer’s involvement with our parish.  And of course the opposite is true 

as well:  the more radiant and Christ-like the iconography, the more likely our relationship with 

the iconographer will have a deep impact on our lives as disciples of Jesus Christ. 

 

 

 

 


