
Used in faith, an icon becomes a quiet 
invitation — not to curiosity, but to 
prayer. 

 

In this way the icon becomes less an 
object to be admired than a doorway of 
attentiveness, a still place in which the 
believer learns reverence. 

 

An icon is not merely religious 
decoration. It is a visual confession of the 
Incarnation and a help to prayer. 

 

Christians do not worship wood and 
paint. Honour shown before an icon 
passes to the person depicted. 
Used rightly, icons teach the faith, gather 
the heart, and draw us more deeply into 
the worship of heaven. 

 

FURTHER READING 
Holy Scripture 
Exodus 25:18–22 
John 1:14 
Colossians 1:15–20 
Hebrews 12:1–2 

 

Catechism of the Catholic Church 
§§1159–1162 
Holy images in the Church 
§§2131–2132 
The veneration of sacred images 
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You can also find St Mary’s 
and St Matthew’s on Facebook.  
 

 
 

St Mary’s and St Matthew’s are part of the See of Fulham  
in the Diocese of London. 

 

 
 

Christian Prayer 
 
 

 
“I do not worship matter; I worship the Creator of 

matter who became matter for my sake.” 
St John of Damascus 

 
 

Icons 
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THE INCARNATION AND IMAGE 
The Christian use of images rests upon 
the mystery of the Incarnation. In the 
Old Testament, God’s transcendence 
placed limits upon representation. But in 
Jesus Christ the invisible God has taken 
flesh. The Word has become visible. 

 

For that reason Christian art is not a 
denial of the divine mystery, but a 
witness to it. The icon proclaims that 
God has truly entered human history. 
That is why the Church has defended 
holy images: not because matter is sacred 
in itself, but because the material world 
can be taken up into the service of grace. 

 

WHAT AN ICON IS 
An icon is 
traditionally 
stylised rather 
than 
naturalistic. 
It is not 
chiefly 
concerned 
with 
photographic 
likeness, but 
with 
theological 

truth. The saints are shown transfigured 
by grace; Christ is shown in the 
splendour of his divine life. 
 

Perspective, colour, and gesture are all 
used symbolically. An icon invites 
contemplation rather than mere 
observation. 

 

VENERATION, NOT WORSHIP 
The Church distinguishes between 
adoration, which belongs to God alone, 
and veneration, which may be shown to 
saints and holy things for God’s sake. 
When Christians bow before or kiss an 
icon, they do not worship the material 
object. They honour Christ, his holy 
Mother, or his saints. 

 

This distinction protects true devotion. 
The icon is honoured precisely because 
worship belongs to the Holy Trinity 
alone. 
 

ICONS IN PRAYER 
Icons steady 
the attention. 
They gather 
the wandering 
mind and 
teach us to 
pray with the 
eyes as well as 
the lips. In 

church they belong within the liturgy; at 
home they may help form a place of 
prayer, provided that home prayer 
remains an extension of the Church’s 
life. 

 

A candle before an icon, a bow, or a brief 
prayer may help place ordinary devotion 
within the company of the saints. 

 

THE COMMUNION OF SAINTS 
An icon also reminds us that prayer is 
never solitary. We pray in communion 
with the whole Body of Christ — with 
angels, apostles, martyrs, and all the 
faithful departed. 

 

To stand before an icon is to be 
reminded that holiness is possible in 
human life because grace is real. The 
saints are not competitors with Christ, 
but witnesses to his triumph. 

 

The Mother of God occupies a cherished 
place here, not because she eclipses 
Christ, but because her whole life points 
to him: “Do whatever he tells you.” 

 

A WINDOW TOWARD HEAVEN 
The icon does not replace Scripture or 
sacrament. It serves them. It is, in the old 
phrase, “the Gospel in colour”: a visual 
aid to contemplation, reverence, and 
remembrance. 

 
 


