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The Christians did not create the practice of venerating sacred and holy objects. In the Old
Testament we see the Hebrews venerating the ark of the covenant and the torah. In
contemporary Jewish practice the torah is the holiest object in the synagogue and kissing the
torah is part of Jewish worship. The Old Testament law prohibited idolatry and the worship of
“graven images,” yet the law prescribed that two golden cherubim were to be constructed and
placed on the lid of the ark of the covenant. Contemporary pious Jews place a small scroll in a
small ark on their doorposts. Inscribed on the scroll is the Shema, the great prayer of Israel.
As a Jew enters or leaves his home he kisses the mezzuzah. The Hebrew word “mezzuzah”
means “doorpost.” These are only a few examples.

From the very beginning the Christians depicted images of Biblical scenes, the Lord, saints,
and angels. The Cross became a central object of veneration and was inscribed on all sacred
objects: the holy vessels, vestments, sacred books, etc. Venerating these sacred images, or
“icons” was an inimical part of Christian worship and liturgical practice. Perhaps influenced by
the rise of Islam, a new religion which emanated from Arabia, an iconoclastic faction grew
within the Church which claimed that the veneration of the holy icons was akin to idolatry.
They were also against the veneration of the holy relics of the saints. During the early part of
the 8th century the Byzantine emperor Leo the Isaurian made it illegal to venerate or to even
own the holy icons. The icons were removed from the churches and destroyed. The heresy of
iconoclasm even led to the persecution and martyrdom of Christians who suffered on account
of their veneration of the icons. Under Empress Irene the Seventh Ecumenical Council was
convened in 787 in Nicaea, which resulted in the Triumph of Orthodoxy and the restoration of
the veneration of the holy icons. Nonetheless, iconoclasm still continued for many years before
the full and complete restoration of the holy icons.

The great polemicist and defender of the holy icons is St. John of Damascus. Having come
from an eminent family and receiving an excellent education, John was witness to the capture
of Damascus by the Muslims. St. John later became a monk in the famous Mar Sabbas
Monastery in Palestine. Seeing the persecution of the Orthodox who venerated the holy icons,
he wrote a defense of the veneration of the icons. Included in his book was a theological
refutation of Islam and he concluded his opus with an exposition of the Orthodox faith, the first
book of its kind. St. John’s main premise was that the incarnation not only justified the
veneration of the holy icons, but the use of the icons and the Christian worship of our Savior as
the Son of God and redeemer of the world were intimately connected with each other. It must
be understood that the Christians do not worship the icons the same way that they worship
God, but they venerate the icons, the worship going to the Prototype, or to God Himself who is
depicted in the icon. There is no confusion in the Christian mind, or phronema, when
venerating the holy icons. In fact, in Greek there are two separate and distinct words,
proskinesis, which in English may be rendered as veneration, and latria, which may be rendered
as worship, although in English we sometimes mix and interchange the use of these words.
However, in Greek there is never any confusion. The words that we choose are certainly
important, but the main thing is that we have the correct understanding and attitude in our
veneration of the holy icons.

It is very important to understand that the veneration of the holy icons and the Cross is
much more than merely a tradition in the Church; much more than just a pious custom. The
use and veneration of the holy icons is dogmatic in nature. In other words, the icons are an
essential part of Christian worship and therefore the holy icons play an essential role in our
salvation. Every Christian home should have holy icons. They should be placed in a central
and important place and they should be the object of our attention when we worship and say
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our prayers. The tradition is to have at least one icon in every room in our home. They should
have their own sacred space, usually in the eastern corner of every room. They should not be
regarded as just an adornment and mixed together with other pictures, posters, or wall decor.
They should be regarded and prayed in front of with the solemn veneration that they portray.
The icons sanctify our homes, and we are sanctified by worshipping before them, by kissing
them, and by bowing down before them. In venerating them our worship goes to the
archetype that they depict. Sadly, we sometimes lose or forget very important practices and
traditions that have been part of the Orthodox Christian faith for centuries. Today the use and
veneration of the holy icons is just one more practice that is being lost to some degree in the
contemporary Orthodox Christian home. A true Triumph of Orthodoxy would be for the holy
icons and their veneration to be properly restored in the home of everyone who calls himself or
herself Orthodox. Amen.
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