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the beginning, before man lost his lordship over Nature. With
Adam's revolt from God came Nature's revolt from Adam, for it
could no longer recognize the image of God within him. When man
ate from the tree to fulfill his carnal desire, the raven would snatch
his food, the desert would not attend to his needs, and the lions
would devour him. When man truly follows the Second Adam and
fasts from his carnal desire by leading a holy ascetical life, then all
of creation can return to its original state and start again to serve
him and submit to him, even as man submits to and serves the Lord.

In the language of iconology, the icon of Saint Anthony the Great
speaks volumes about the restoration of the image of God that
enables us once again to become sons of God. Saint Anthony
shows us the Orthodox way of sanctification which is so different
from the Augustinian tradition. All the lessons we discover in this
marvelous icon challenge us to join Saint Anthony and Saint Paul,
to sell all, and to come, follow Christ up towards that gilded
horizon of glory across the wilderness of ascetic denial.

May the blessings of Saint Anthony's prayers be with us all. Amen.
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the icon. It abounds with richness of imagery and detail and
teaches so many profound truths.

Saint Paul, himself the first hermit, had been made known to Saint
Anthony by the Holy Spirit. ‘After a long search in the desert, Saint
Anthony finally found him, by the grace of God. We see Saint Paul
bowing slightly, asking Saint Anthony to/bless him. Saint Anthony,
reclining slightly to the back; is raising his hand in a gesture that
protests he is not worthy to bless him. To the contrary, his gesture
implores, it is he who must be blessed by Saint Paul.

Fraternal ' charity is as much a part of the eremitical? life as ascetical
striving is, for after all, Saint John the Theologian himself teaches
us, "If a man say, I love God, and hateth his brother, he is a liar:
Jor he that loveth not his brother whom he hath seen, how can he
love God Whom he: hath not seen?" (1 In. 4:20). Saint Anthony's
spirituality was not a self-centered and  self-absorbed exercise of
self-glorification. He truly cared for his fellow humans and did not
feel he had no need to learn or benefit from or be blessed by others
who possessed greater holiness than his own.

Across from this scene on the other side of the icon, we see a raven
descending with a full loaf of bread in his beak for the two Saints to
share. - Previously, this raven was wont to bring Saint Paul a half
loaf for his daily needs, but now as a sign of God's favor upon their
meeting - and as continuing proof of His providential mercy, the bird
is: showing up with:a full loaf.  The icon also shows us the three
palm trees (a symbol of the Trinity) which provided fruit'in'due
season sufficient to Saint Paul's needs and the spring of water which
had sprung up in the desert for Saint Paul's benefit.

Again, how rich the symbolism and how many the lessons this icon
gives us! The raven, a scavenger noted - for stealing food, now
obediently serves man. The desert, usually a place hostile to human
life, now springs forth with sustenance and makes welcome her

3 eremitical = concerning the solitary life.
12

spiritual sojourners. In simple figures, the icon illustrates the
highest truths our Lord Jesus Christ taught us: "Therefore I say
unto you, take no thought for your life, what ye shall eat or what ye
shall drink; nor yet for your body, what ye shall put on. Is not life
more than meat and the body more than raiment? Behold the
Jowls of the air, for they do not sow, neither do they reap nor
gather into  barns; yet your heavenly I'ather feedeth them. Are ye
not_ much better than they? Which of you by taking thought can
add one cubit to his stature? And why lake ye thought for
raiment? Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they toil
not, neither do they spin: And yet | say unto you that even
Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these.
Wherefore, if God so clothe the grass of the field, which today is
and tomorrow is cast into the oven, shall he not much more clothe
you, O ye of little faith? Therefore take no thought, saying, What
shall we eat? or, What shall we drink? or, Wherewithal shall we
he clothed? I'or after all these things do the (sentiles seek: for
your heavenly I'ather knoweth that ye have need of all these things.
But seek ye first the kingdom of God, and Iis righteousness; and
all these things shall be added unto you." (Mt. 6: 25-33).

By the way, we ought not to fail to mention the figures of the two
lions, for they, like the raven, represent the transformation of
Nature's relationship to man with the restoration of God's image
within him.  In Saint Anthony's second journey to visit Saint Paul,
he discovered that the latter had reposed from this world.

Considering how he was to bury Saint Paul's body, he was
approached by these two lions who dug the grave for him. They
waited patiently while Saint Anthony carefully laid the body to rest
and then covered it and left.

In the wilderness which yields water and food, the raven which
brings food to the hungry, and the lions which help to bury the
dead, we find echoes of the lost Garden as well as foretastes of the
kingdom of heaven. As mentioned above, these figures indicate a
change in the usual relationship between man and the rest of
creation, an actual restoration of the relationship which obtained at

13




Saint Athanasius demonstrates the same lesson in his verbal icon of
the Saint's life, "And when they beheld him, they were amazed to
see that his body had maintained its former condition, neither fat
Jfrom lack of exercise nor emaciated from fasting and combat with
demons." (Life,14).

Even the gesture of his hand contains a message for us. We notice
that he holds his right hand so that the tip of his thumb touches the
tip of his ring finger. Cryptically this gesture signifies the number
ten (that is, by adding the three joints each of the ring, middle, and
index fingers to one joint of the thumb). Both the Greek and
Coptic alphabets can also be used as numerals, and it just so

happens that in each ten is represented by the letter "I" ("J"in
English). This, of course, is the first letter of the Holy Name of our
Lord Jesus Christ. Here the icon is showing us what Saint Anthony
had discovered in his life, that "7he name of the Lord is a strong
tower: the righteous runneth to it and is safe."” (Prv. 18:10).

The Saint's clothing and personal effects carry lessons for us too.
Note how a bonnet covers his head. Now bonnets are usually used
to cover the heads oflittle children. This signifies that even as an
old man, he had continued to fulfill our Lord Jesus Christ's
injunction and had become as a child so as to be worthy to enter the
kingdom of heaven (cf. Mt. 18:3). Notice, too, the skema that
girdles his body. A skema is a leather girdle that forms a cross on
both the front and back of the torso and indicates high monastic
rank. Also observe the famous Tau cross, which is shaped like a
capital "T", with which he supports himself. We are instructed by
this that only the support of the cross, upon which our Lord Jesus
Christ was crucified to effect our salvation, can sustain us in our
spiritual warfare against the evil one and the seductions of this
world.

Saint Anthony also holds a long scroll in his hand. On this scroll is
written the legend, "If you want to be perfect, go, sell what you
have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven;
and come, follow Me." (Mt. 19:21). You may remember that these
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were the words our Lord Jesus Christ spoke in response to a rich
young lawyer's rather haughty question about "What shall I do to
inherit eternal life?” You may also remember that our Lord's
response made the young man go away sorrowing, because he
would not relinquish his many expensive possessions. Well, these
very words so inspired Saint Anthony when he heard them read in
his  village's church that he unhesitatingly fulfilled our Lord's
command - with joy and began at the tender age of nineteen his long
monastic career.

Just as Saint Anthony's career was long, so is the scroll he holds in
his hand. This signifies to us that the decision to renounce the
things ' of this world in order to follow our Lord Jesus Christ is only
the beginning of a very long road. This road only reveals itself
gradually. When a person fulfills a step, the next one is revealed to
him. We learn from this that we are called to struggle all the days
of our lives. Only he who endures to the end will be saved, as Saint
Anthony's life so eloquently attests.

Behind the Saint, we see the wilderness extending back into the
distance to meet a gilded sky which surrounds the Saint with
glorious joy. In this wilderness we see the cave, in which Saint
Anthony battled so long and so bravely the forces of evil. Here too
we find lessons for our instruction. The wilderness, as with
renouncing the world to follow our Lord, is not an end in itself. It
leads us, rather, to that golden horizon where all our sorrow is
turned 'to joy. The Saint's cave also points beyond itself to
something higher. It serves to remind us of what Saint Paul said
about saints, "Of whom the world was not worthy: they wandered
in deserts, and in mountains, and in dens and caves of the earth.”
(Heb. 11:38).

This wonderful "book" is full of such lessons and stories,

suspended, as it were, and frozen upon a two-dimensional surface
beyond the boundaries of time. Take, for example, the vignette of
Saint Anthony visiting Saint Paul, found in the lower left corner of

11




The Icon of
Saint Anthony the Great

As described above, we can draw an analogy between the book,
The Life of Anthony, written by Saint Athanasius, the twentieth
Patriarch of Alexandria, and the icon of Saint Anthony found in our
parish Church.  The book presents us an icon written with words,
just as the icon tells us a story depicted in lines and colors. In both,
the Saint fills the center of the whole with meekness, peace, joy,
glory and spiritual beauty so different from the physical.

This spiritual beauty draws us to look into the Saint's eyes as we
stand before the icon. Their wide-orbed gaze penetrates beyond the
vision of what worldlings can see. Foresight of the end to which
"the narrow gate" (that is, the life of asceticism) leads him, the
"difficult path" of monasticism draws him fills those beautiful eyes
with the certitude of heavenly bliss awaiting him in the kingdom of
heaven. For such a vision he was able to endure all with

perseverence and without laziness.

The vision these eyes perceived brought him to despise the
pleasures of this world. This does not imply that he in any way
"deprived" himself. No, rather, his desires themselves were turned
to one point, to God Who alone can fill and satisfy the human heart.
In this alone do we properly understand Christian asceticism. This
world can never satisfy man, because "Whoever drinks of this water
will thirst again” (Jn. 4:13). As for Saint Anthony, his vision had
shown him the Fountain of Living Water Himself, so he had no
need to seek to quench his thirst in this world. Here the icon and
Saint Athanasius agree when he reports in his Life Saint Anthony
saying, "And let none turn back as Lot's wife did, especially since
the Lord said, 'No one who puts his hand to the plow and turns
back is fit for the kingdom of heaven.' Now 'turning back'is
nothing except feeling regret and once more thinking about things
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in the world." (Life,20). And also, "But the promise of eternal life
is purchased for very little." (Life, 16).

Indeed, we are not alone in our attraction to the spiritual beauty we
see in the Saint's eyes, for just as with this icon, Saint Athanasius
tells us his face was full of glory: "His face had a great and
marvelous grace, and this favor he had from the Savior, for if he
was present with a great number of monks, and someone who had
not formerly met him wished to see him, immediately on arriving,
he would pass by the others and run to him, as though drawn by
his eyes. It was not his physical dimensions that distinguished him
Jfrom the rest, but the stability of character and the purity of the
soul. His soul being free of confusion, he held his outer senses
also undisturbed, so that from the soul's joy, his face was cheerful
as well, and from the movements of the body, it was possible to
sense and perceive the stable condition of the soul, as it is written,
'When the heart rejoices, the countenance is cheerful; but when it
is in sorrow, the countenance is sad.’ (Prov. 15:13)." (Life,67).

But the icon reveals even more spiritual qualities of the Saint in its
inimitable language of symbol and gesture. His white beard, for
example, shows us more than his years, although Saint Anthony did
indeed live to a ripe old age. It stands instead to remind us of his
dignity as an elder, or, better, the wisdom of an elder ~that he
possessed even in his relative youth. Just to choose to follow the
monastic life was borne of this wisdom, not to mention his triumphs
over the wars and deceptions of Satan, his patient perseverence
through all his struggles, or his profound doctrine and insightful
spiritual counsel. In fact, to this day those monks who display such
wisdom are called elders no matter what their age.

The icon teaches us even more about not only Saint Anthony but
the Christian ascetic life itself in the way it presents the image of the
Saint. We notice that although he is shown to be thin from his
ascetic struggles, he is not excessively so. In this we are taught that
Orthodoxy conceives the purpose of asceticism as not to destroy or
harm the body but only to control the passions and to redirect them.
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To parallel and sacramentally to reenact this mystery, the
iconographer, contrary to common practice in painting, starts by
putting down the dark colors first ‘and then continues putting
more and more light into the icon by adding increasingly lighter
colors.  In this manner, he follows the 'same order of
"enlightenment" which proceeds upon our fallen nature which is
in darkness until the light of Christ, Who is "the Light of the
world” (Jn 8:12 & 9:5), shines upon it and saves it. In no other
way could ' the words of Christ also be true when He said of His
saints (icons),"You are the light of the world" (Mt. 5:14).

. Because the icon portrays the holy one in a state in which the

Light of Christ is fully evident in him, it must depict him as
victorious ‘and joyful, never as weak or full of pain. After all, the
saint has already completed his struggle and has attained victory
and fulfilled the words of Saint Paul, "For our light affliction,
which is but for a moment, is working for us a far more
exceeding and eternal weight of glory" (2 Cor. 4:17).

Because the saint is now in the state of glorification, the
background behind him must always be gilded?. Gold always
symbolizes heavenly glory. But more to the point, the gilding
and facial expressions of rest and joy both serve to prove what
our Lord Jesus Christ said about saints, "Blessed are those who
mourn: for they shall be comforted. . . Blessed are those who
are persecuted for righteousness' sake: for theirs is the kingdom
of heaven. . . Blessed are ye when they revile and persecute you
and say all kinds of evil against you falsely for My sake.
Rejoice and be exceedingly glad: for great is your rewardin
heaven" (Mt. 5:3-12).

In his Life of Anthony, Saint Athanasius the Apostolic illustrates
the Lord's teaching in this regard with concrete details drawn
from the Saint's life: "The Lord did not forget the wrestling of
Anthony but came to his aid, for when he looked up he saw the

2 gilded = covered with gold.

roof being opened, as it seemed, and a certain beam of light
descending toward him. Suddenly the demons vanished from
view, the pain of his body ceased instantly, and the building was
once more intact.  Aware of the assistance and both breathing
more easily and relieved from the sufferings, Anthony entreated
the vision that appeared, saying, 'Where were you? Why didn't
you appear in the beginning so that you could stop my

distresses?’  And a voice came to him, ' was here, but I waited
to watch your struggle. And now, since you persevered and
were not defeated, I will be your helper forever and I will make
you famous everywhere.' " (Life,10).

As the Lord comforts those who have struggled hard for His
glory, so does He glorify those who have completed their
struggles. But it is not just to depict the saint in his glorification
that the icon thus portrays him, but also to encourage us, the
strugglers. When we see the Divine comfort given to the
children of God, we are thereby heartened to persevere in our
own struggles for the Lord.




Or even worse, if he lacks a clearly defined subject or has chosen
one empty of meaningful content, he will be wasting his reader's
time in a pursuit of pretty words without purpose. All of these
criteria equally apply to the iconographer in the writing of an icon.
An icon must have theological content and be able to convey this
content to the worshipper simply and clearly without unnecessary
lines or colors and for no other purpose than to lead the observer to
a deeper understanding of the Church's teaching.

Those Who May Write Icons

Because the icon is an ecclesiastical medium, the icon-writer, like
other ecclesiastical writers, must be an active member of the
Church, live a spiritual life, be theologically knowledgeable, and be
well-versed in the topic in hand. He must also be skilled in the
proper use of language so information is capably communicated to
the reader without confusion. These qualifications are paramountly
necessary in the case of the iconographer, because it is critical that
the icon be able to help the worshipper to know, understand and
participate in the holy life of the Church. Of course, it is also
necessary, although it is of secondary importance, that the
iconographer be a skilled artist. All of these conditions are required
for the icon to be worthy of use in the liturgical worship of the
Church. It is not surprising, therefore, that through the ages monks
have traditionally filled the role of icon-writer.

General Rules for Writing Icons

1. First of all, the icon must include the worshipper in its subject.
This is to say that the worshipper must be drawn into the icon
itself and be made a part of it. To do this, the iconographer
reverses perspective by not allowing parallel lines to meet at the
horizon. The holy one depicted in the icon must also always face
the worshipper frontally and look directly at him. In this way,
the fact that the holy one is ever with us is emphasized.
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2. Indeed, the way in which the very holiness of the holy one is
depicted is not without theological ignificance. As in: other
sacred art, a halo is employed, but that is where the similarity
ends. In Orthodox iconography, the halo isan expression of
light radiating from within the saint, evidence of the degree of
perfection of his person, and a sign of the holiness he attained by
his spiritual striving supported by the grace of God.

The theological concept implicit in the Orthodox icon is contrary
to the Augustinian theology adopted by the Roman Catholic
Church. According to Augustine's soterology!, man is nothing
but empty matter waiting to be filled with God's grace. For this
reason, Western haloes often appear as though they were flying
discs descending upon their subjects from heaven. Contrariwise,
Orthodox icons show the halo radiating from within the face of
the saint who has submitted himself to the work of the Holy
Spirit by struggling against sin and evil in his person. The saint
has become a temple of God and the Spirit of God dwells within
him bodily. Rather than a passive receptacle, the saint is an
active participant in his sanctification.

Still, it is the Spirit of God Who changes the saint's earthly
nature into a heavenly one and thus restores him as an image
(that is, icon) of Christ, our God. The light of Christ Himself
radiates from him. And thus the halo around the saint's face
eloquently expresses what Saint Paul said: "But we all, with
unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord,
are being transformed into the same image (icon) from glory to
glory, just as by the Spirit of the Lord." (2 Cor. 3:18), and also,
"For it is the God Who commanded light to shine out of
darkness Who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the
knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ."
(2Cor. 4:6).

I soterology = the theology of salvation.
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the iconographer "writes". And so this booklet was conceived to
use the icon of Saint Anthony the Great as an object lesson for the
study of this language. By revealing its spiritual, dogmatic and
Biblical messages, I hope, with the help of God's grace, to lead the
reader to an understanding of not only this particular icon, but all
icons as more than artistic works. They are, rather, ecclesiastical
media of instruction and grace that enable the worshipper to
worship God in spirit and in truth.

To this end, we ask God through the blessings and intercessions of
the Holy Virgin Mary and Saint Anthony the Great, father of all
monks, to make this booklet useful to those who read it.

I would like to thank all those who helped me in producing this
booklet, whether by collecting reference materials, translating and
typing the manuscript, reviewing the text, preparing it for
publication, or in any other way. Our Lord Jesus Christ knows
them all. May He bless them and reward them with heavenly
recompense.

Father Antonious L. Henein
Priest of Holy Virgin Mary Coptic Orthodox Church,
Los Angeles, California
Feast of Pentecost, 1993
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Icons: General Principles

Written, Not Painted

Just as letters are combined to form words that work together to
express ideas and information in the making of a book, so do lines
and colors combine to form images, gestures and symbols that
convey theological concepts and spiritual meaning in the making of
an icon. For this reason, it is traditional to say that anicon is
"written", not "painted". = Besides, the rules governing the making
of icons are more specifically defined than those of paintings in
other traditions. = The "grammar" of the icon is in fact so closely
controlled as to make iconography more truly a language to be
"written" than mere painting would ever entail.

Extending the analogy of making books is indeed useful in
understanding the writing of icons. First of all, one needs to
understand the language in which an author is writing, or utter
confusion ensues when one attempts to read his book. Evenif
certain words resemble some found in the reader's language, he may
completely misunderstand the author's meaning if he applies
definitions from his own language to that of the author's. So, in the
reading of icons, it is necessary that the reader understand the
iconographer's language and not impute meanings drawn from his
own experience of art or symbolism to the "text" of the icon.

But let us suppose that the reader is fully informed of the author's
language. In this case, the burden is on the author to perform
properly in the making of the book. If he is overly repetitive or
brings in extraneous details that do not advance his subject, his
meaning will be lost on his reader in a welter of needless additions.

3




|
|

Published by: Holy Virgin Mary
Coptic Orthodox Church

;
4900 Cleland Avenue, Los Angeles, California 90042 Phone: (213) 258-5555 ’.;

Introduction

As with all endeavors, there is a story behind this booklet. I was
recently contacted by Dr. Vincent L. Wimbush, a professor at
Union Theological Seminary of New York City, and asked to

provide him an appropriate Coptic icon which would be used as a
symbol for an international conference to be hosted by his school
April 25-29, 1993. As the conference's subject was to be "The
Ascetic Dimension in Religious Life and Culture", I mailed him
photocopies of icons depicting various Coptic Orthodox ascetic
saints.  The icon he chose is also the subject of this booklet, that of
Saint Anthony the Great, an icon "written" for our parish, Holy
Virgin Mary Coptic Orthodox Church of Los Angeles, by Dr. Isaac
Fanous Youssef, professor of Coptic Arts at The Institute of Coptic
Studies in Cairo.

Attending the conference myself, I was troubled to discover that
many of the participants, all professors of theology from different
universities worldwide, did not know how to "read" the icon and
thus could not penetrate the teachings and meaning it contains.
Some actually so misread it that they derived interpretations which
contradicted the icon's true message. Upon returning to Los
Angeles, I was further shocked to find that many of my own
parishoners could not properly read the icon as well. They were
reacting merely to its artistic beauty, whereas those who interact
with it in a proper way can derive so much more than just aesthetic
pleasure.

I finally concluded that iconology, like all languages, is a learned
skill which must be mastered so one can understand the message

————— S - O——
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The Icon of

Saint Anthony the Great

"Saint Anthony the Great" egg tempera on gesso
Icon by Dr. Isaac Fanous Youssef
Original at: Holy Virgin Mary Coptic Orthodox Church

Los Angeles, California Father Antonious L. Henein
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Icon by Dr. Isaac Fanous Youssef
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