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ERRATA 
 

19 The Aesthetical theory  

21 Futhermore, this denotes images → icons  

22-3 …and respectful veneration.” ENTER Furthermore, there are also icons… 

27 twenty-first 20th centuries  

28 basic information about each image TO SUPPORT the reader  

30 Vladimir Soloviev → Solovyov 

31 “Church Rituals as a Synthesis of Arts”  

41 Lönnebo is a practical theologian; for in his → Lönnebo is a practical theologian; as in his 

44 perhaps-Monophysite author IN fifth-sixth century Athens  

44 Nonetheless, For Ouspensky → Nonetheless, for Ouspensky 

49 on the Unknown God → on the unknown God 

51 The Second Commandment → the Second Commandment  

66 Jenson criticizes Palamas → Jenson criticizes Palamas’ 

71 God relate to icons. which → God relate to icons, which  

80 stylistic elements. The flat surface → stylistic elements: The Flat surface  

80 the body’s OR mind’s eye sees.  

80 Presence encountered in medieval, Western and Eastern traditions is confusing. 

88 Bible quotation from font size 12 to 10  

91 …Word of the Father; __________ but when … its former beauty. ________ We confess… 

93 Germanos I of Constantinople → Germanus I of Constantinople 

99 For example The Orthodox → For example the Orthodox  

102 A primary reason for this WAS Renaissance naturalism  

109 Bahr would judge this image as not the Christ is not of the  

135 Luther once opposed an iniator of Swiss Reformation Ulrich Zwingli, who said that God is present even 

in cabbage soup but hidden.  

150 Moreover, Chris is the double image of God → Moreover, Christ is the double image of God 

152 theology of salvation is reflected IN christian images 

156 Deification signifies human ascent of man. 

175 Moreover, Luther joined effects → Moreover, Luther joined affects  

178 For Palamas, the light of Taboric lights and transfigured Christ could not be an indirect symbol the 

entire event was real history → For Palamas, the light of Tabor and transfigured Christ could not be an 

indirect symbol but the entire event was real history 

181 similarly human and divine TO Holy Scriptures. 

193 he utilizes at least one symbolic Western PAINTING.  

203 father’s arms and embrace the poor  
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Abstract  
 

This study concerns the theology of image, artworks, and icons. My study is 

ecumenical: I analyze questions, possibilities, and tensions between Lutheran and 

Orthodox theologies of images. I narrow my focus to a systematic analysis of six 

theologians from the twentieth century. Pavel Florensky, Leonid Ouspensky, and John 

Meyendorff are Orthodox. Robert Jenson, Hans-Eckehard Bahr, and Martin Lönnebo 

are Lutherans. This enables comparison within and between two churches on questions 

of the theology of images. Furthermore, I evaluate the presented thoughts and 

theologies in the light of traditions of dominations, ecumenical conclusions, and 

common sense.  

    This study belongs to the field of practical theology. It includes pictures of paintings. 

Through them, I analyze and demonstrate the thoughts of my chosen theologians. 

Besides this, the theology of images concerns dogmatics, ecumenism, aesthetics, 

philosophy of religion, and church history. Through my work, I study how theological 

doctrines like God, Christ, and anthropology define content and place for painted 

images. Moreover, I examine Christian subjects of art, such as the Virgin Mary and 

saints as well as theological principles for Christian iconography.    

    My central question is about the relationship between an image and its object. This 

denotes the ontology of image and the presence of spiritual reality in the material 

image. I utilize the concepts weak and strong theology of image to express degrees of 

ontological strength and modes of the presence of holiness in images. In general, the 

Lutheran Church represents a weak theology of images, and the Eastern Orthodox 

Church, a strong theology.  

    I find that Lutherans and Orthodox share a common premise on the possibilities of 

Christian images based on Christ’s incarnation. Hence, both churches reject 

iconoclasm. Yet, I remark that the Lutheran position usually approaches iconoclasm. 

The Orthodox theologians of this study belong to the icon revivalist movement. I 

reproduce this movement’s opposition between sacred and Orthodox icon art and 

corrupt Western art. I foreground the ecumenical challenges, strengths, and weaknesses 

of this narration.   

    Ouspensky´s theology of icons is convincing and coherent, yet ecumenically 

challenging and inadequate. Furthermore, he builds his theology of icons on narrow 
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Orthodox tradition. Meyendorff’s neo-Palamism is positive towards images and in line 

with the Orthodox tradition of images. However, Palamism highlights mystical and 

direct encounters with God that underline the tensional position of icons in Orthodox 

theology. Pavel Florensky’s philosophized and Slavophile Christianity appears to be 

an outdated and ecumenically challenging position. Nevertheless, Florensky represents 

general Orthodox mystical theology, where icons, symbols, and theology of sight are 

central.  

    Robert Jenson and Martin Lönnebo endorse traditional Orthodox icons in the 

Lutheran context. Thus, their thought creates ecumenical possibilities between 

Lutherans and Orthodox. They also converge with the theology of the Eastern Orthodox 

Church in questions of saints, the Virgin Mary, and tradition. Lönnebo’s habit of 

drawing wisdom from various traditions appears to be a theological richness. However, 

at times his theology remains on a general level between Lutheran and Orthodox 

theology. Jenson is critical of Eastern Orthodox Church theology, not least on icons. 

His position on a temporal God remains ecumenically noteworthy, yet unfinished. 

Jenson’s position may be generalized to Lutheran loneliness in the theology of images: 

renaissance, modern art, and Eastern Christian tradition remain incompatible with 

Lutheran theology. 

    Hans-Eckehard Bahr practices theology in dialogue with modern art. His approach 

is mostly strong and based on Lutheran tradition. Bahr tries to understand the 

autonomous character of art, not forgetting Christian dogmas on God, Christ, or 

salvation. Bahr’s positive Christian theology of images remains weak because he 

mainly concentrates on criticizing aesthetical and theological theories. He notices 

images that reveal the world’s terrible state without the gospel but is less able to witness 

Christian resurrection and joy through art. Bahr calls traditional theology of icons 

idolatry. Moreover, his neo-Kantian and existential position denotes the rejection of 

any metaphysics. This theology is occasionally outdated and liturgically weak. 

    I demonstrate that shared tradition and faith in the Bible, Trinitarian God, and Christ 

does not solve all questions and disagreements on images. The pivotal question 

concerns the Seventh Ecumenical Council and its decision to venerate icons against 

iconoclasts. Jenson and Lönnebo accept this council, yet with restrictions. Bahr does 

not mention the council or build his theology of image on it.  

    In my study of six theologians, I prove that there are several background factors and 
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preconditions behind the practice of utilizing images in a Christian context. Great, yet 

often subconscious metaphysical notions define a place for single paintings. Hence, the 

challenge the theology of images sets for ecumenical relations between the Lutheran 

Church and the Eastern Orthodox Church concerns other tensions, for example, 

regarding salvation and tradition. Central factors behind the churches´ theologies of 

image are Lutheran theology of the cross and the complex relationship between 

Orthodox theology and Platonism.  

    

Keywords: image, icon, Eastern Orthodox Church, Lutheran Church, ecumenism, 

ontology, art, symbol, tradition, iconoclasm, Platonism  
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1. Introduction  

1.1. Context   
 

This chapter offers a general historical overview of Christian theology of image. I 

present the theological terrain where Lutherans and Orthodox agree and disagree. I also 

outline modern art movements and pivotal non-Christian thinkers and philosophies that 

have influenced the beliefs of the Lutheran and Eastern Orthodox churches about 

images. I present more detailed background knowledge through my chapters.  

    Christianity and image1 (Greek εἰκών) have always intertwined. In a Christian and a 

biblical context, image is an anthropological concept, for humans are an image of God. 

Secondly, image is a Christological term. As a human and Son of God, Christ is a 

radiant image of God.  

    Furthermore, the image represents an idol. An idol is a god that is possible to depict. 

On the contrary, the glory of the God of Israel is indescribable. The prohibition of 

images of God, the Second Commandment2, directs all Christians. However, both the 

Lutheran Church and Eastern Orthodox Church verified the Bible's testimony and early 

Christian tradition. The New Covenant and incarnation of Jesus made sacred images, 

or more precisely, images of God possible. Nevertheless, a tension between invisible 

and visible, material and spiritual, and prohibition and allowance remains to be 

interpreted. Theological perception of these boundaries defines the main lines of 

Christian use and comprehension of images through the times of the Church Fathers, 

confrontation with pagan Antiquity, iconoclastic controversies, and medieval debates 

to the present day. Biblical arguments and subjects appear throughout this study.3  

    Post-biblical Christian theology actualizes the concept of tradition. The Eastern 

 
1 Image is a simultaneous word that everyone understands but cannot explain sufficiently. However, in my study, 
the image refers chiefly to a painting and a representative image. Thus, I border, for example, statues and architecture 
outside of my study. Image is a visual representation that usually has sensible and material character as two- or 
three-dimensional objects. Therefore, an image implies something to be illustrated and relation of likeness between 
the image and its object. Generally, an image expresses or imitates something, which it is not. Furthermore, the 
image has a viewer, an interpreter, whose perception separates and borders the image from a field of vision. Thus, 
the relation is threefold: viewer, image, and subject. Interpretation denotes understanding, experiencing, and 
“reading” of the image. The central term in this process is the meaning of an image. Naef & Elkins 2011, 23–28; 
Kirjavainen 2008, 199–200.  
2 Luther modified the Ten Commandments by removing The Second Commandment from it. Thus, there is no this 
commandment in Luther’s catechism or in the Finnish Lutheran Church’s catechism from 1999. Luther followed an 
old Augustinian solution based on Jesus’ incarnation.   
3 Martikainen 2008, 191–198.  
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Orthodox Church and Lutheran Church have different traditions and interpretations on 

their role, content, and relationship with the Bible4 (see especially 3.2.1). Hence, the 

image question belongs to a larger context of Christian theology, history, and practical 

life. The turbulent first Christian centuries sought demarcation between orthodox faith 

and heresies. The role of images was among many questions faced and answered by 

Christians in contact with Greek and Roman culture in late-Antiquity. The tensions 

lived strong in the streets of Rome Alexandria, and Constantinople. Some expressed 

strict denial of images because they depicted pagan gods and divinized emperors, some 

were tolerant, and others favoured sacred images.  

    A patristic consensus on image theology is questionable and controversial. 

Nevertheless, the theology and practice of the Eastern Orthodox Church rest firmly on 

patristic grounds. This manifests in apophatic theology and mysticism (see 2.1.1). For 

an alternating accent, churches also treasure the early Church's general and perhaps 

unwritten tradition and practice. This denotes the questions of merging saints (see 3.1), 

the Virgin Mary (see 3.2.4), and relics with Christian images. Therefore, an ecumenical 

question of images between Orthodox and Lutherans denote the legacy of the Church 

Fathers and early Christianity. 

    According to Jensen and to Honour and Fleming, Christians began to utilize images 

approximately at the beginning of the third century. These images were symbols and 

visual narrations of biblical events. The Good Shepherd was one general subject. Christ 

emerged as a subject in the fourth century. Christians depicted Jesus as a beardless 

youngster like the Greek god Apollo or a bearded man following the god Zeus/Jupiter. 

Christian iconography has developed for centuries. The subject of crucified Christ (see 

2.2.2) appeared and stabilized only gradually from the sixth century.5   

    A significant, complex, and debatable transaction occurred between Christianity and 

Platonism. Plato asserts an invisible and eternal world of ideas, souls, and God behind 

a material, sensual, and ephemeral world. For Plato, it was possible to reach the ideal 

world through reason or the mind (Greek νοῦς). Plato appropriated material beauty as 

reflections of ideal beauty. Nevertheless, he disvalued paintings and sculptures as 

 
4 Orthodox and Lutherans have different notions of the Bible’s interpretation, translations, content, and relationship 
with tradition. An inherent principle of Lutheranism is sola scriptura. The Eastern Orthodox Church places more 
emphasis on Holy Tradition besides Scriptures. However, also the Lutheran Church values post-biblical Christian 
tradition, and Eastern Orthodox Church confesses the uniqueness of the Bible. Furthermore, there is a vast rapport 
on sacred texts. 
5 Jensen 2017, 1–7; Honour & Fleming 1997, 297–302, 305–308. A summary of early Christian attitudes and habits 
regarding images and research on early Christian art, see Jensen 2017, 1–18. 
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copies of the less real material world. Platonism has had various followers and 

renderings throughout the centuries. Generally, we distinguish between Platonism, 

middle-Platonism, and Neo-Platonism. Especially middle-Platonism and Neo-

Platonism had a pivotal impact on Christian theology, metaphysics (see 2.1.4), and 

comprehension of images. Therefore, behind the ecumenical question of images 

between the Lutheran Church and the Eastern Orthodox Church hovers the role and 

legacy of Platonism. Furthermore, the ideological world of late Antiquity was a mosaic 

of philosophical schools like Aristotelianism and Stoicism living besides Christian 

communities. Thus, the legacy of these diverse and sporadic opinions and practices 

concerning philosophies and images among Christians in the times of the Church 

Fathers define present theology and practice of images.6  

    Theological orthodoxy of the early Christian centuries focused on the doctrine of 

Trinity (see 2.1.3) and Christology (see 2.2). Christ as the Son of God and Saviour of 

humankind is a biblical witness shared by all Christians. Christ is Logos, the Word of 

God, and simultaneously the Image of God.7 Furthermore, there is an extra-biblical 

ecumenical concord between Lutherans and Orthodox concerning Christ's nature 

expressed in the Ecumenical Councils of the undivided Church. The First Council of 

Nicaea in 325 verified that the Son is God, the same being with God, and equal to the 

Father. Later, the First Council of Constantinople in 381 affirmed the decisions of 

Nicaea and strengthened the doctrine of the Trinity and Holy Spirit. Subsequently, at 

the Council of Ephesus in 431, the Church proclaimed the union of the two natures of 

Christ in one person and defined Mary as the Theotokos. Moreover, the Council of 

Chalcedon elaborated the relationship between two natures of Christ and acknowledged 

them "inconfusedly, unchangeably, indivisibly, inseparably" in 451. The Second 

Council of Constantinople in 553 condemned Origenism. It strengthened Christological 

dogma against the Monophysites8 who claimed that Christ has only one divine nature 

and against Nestorius, who taught on the two separate persons of Christ. The Third 

Council of Constantinople in 680 condemned Monothelitism and monenergism by 

pronouncing that Christ has two wills and two energies. Furthermore, the Eastern 

Orthodox Church accepts the Council of Trullo in 692 as part of the Sixth Ecumenical 

 
6 Seppälä 2010, 16–31, 41–43; Sihvola 2004, 11–24; Johnston 1997, 11-20. For the concept beauty in Platonism 
and patristic theology, see Seppälä 2010. For the influence of Platonism in patristic theology, see Annala 1993. 
7 See Colossians 1:15 and Hebrews 1:3.  
8 Better and today also known as Miaphysites. Despite differences concerning Christ’s two natures, Oriental 
Orthodox Churches have converged ecumenically with the Eastern Orthodox Church and Roman Catholic Church.    
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Council. In general, the Lutheran Church accepts the first four councils. The Eastern 

Orthodox Church verifies all seven. Christology was significant to the development of 

Christian image theology and later disputes on sacred images. Therefore, the theology 

of images is based on it.9 

    Iconoclasm emerged predominantly in the Eastern Christian world in the eighth and 

ninth centuries. It was a political and religious struggle between iconoclasts who 

rejected sacred images and iconodules who defended utilizing Christian images. The 

dominant alignment changed over the years: Iconoclastic councils prohibited the 

veneration of sacred images in 754 and again in 815. Nevertheless, a positive theology 

of Christian images was the historical winner. The Seventh Ecumenical Council10 and 

a Council of Constantinople forbid the false councils and affirmed the use and 

veneration of icons in 787 and 843.11 Today, these councils are essential elements of 

the Eastern Orthodox Church's divine service, theology, and identity. The Seventh 

Ecumenical Council was the last of the great ecumenical councils accepted by the 

undivided Church. However, its reception and victory were not substantial in the 

Western world. Moreover, iconoclasts have had their voice, perhaps mispresented by 

champions of the struggles. The Councils predominantly struggled for the correct 

Christian tradition: Both iconoclasts and iconodules saw themselves as following the 

theology of six earlier councils. Iconoclasts and iconodules are two historical and 

hostile beliefs that define present-day theology. This study helps us to comprehend the 

meaning of the Seventh Ecumenical Council and to localize Lutheranism, whether on 

the side of iconoclasts, iconodules, or somewhere between.12     

 
9 Jenson 1999, 286; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 25; Harvey 2004. Lutherans tend to approve all seven councils in 
ecumenical dialogues between Lutherans and Orthodox. In general, the Lutheran Church does not produce strict 
boundaries on approval. Nevertheless, the fifth, sixth, and seventh councils does not play a crucial role in Lutheran 
Confessions or practical and devotional life.    
10 Also known as the Second Council of Nicaea.  
11 Broadly, an icon is a synonym for and Greek equivalent to an image. Hence, all religious images and paintings 
are icons. A narrow interpretation of the word refers to a cult image produced according to certain rules and usually 
associated with the practice of the Eastern Orthodox Church. I utilize the narrow meaning. However, the distinction 
between an icon and another religious image is sometimes unclear and controversial. The same may be true in the 
question of authentic and unauthentic icons. Perhaps a single painting can contain many artistic elements. For 
example, early Renaissance frescos could contain both naturalistic and iconic elements. Kotkavaara 1999, 6, 10, 17–
18; Viladesau 2008, 15–16.    
12 Sahas 2018, 23–32, 42, 60–61, 72–75; Haldon 2010, 50–56; Martikainen 2008, 194–195; Giakalis 2005, 22–23, 
29. For iconoclastic struggles, see Brubaker 2012; Freedberg 1989, 378–429; Belting 1994, 144–155; Pelikan 1974, 
91–133. Brubaker (2012) questions the antagonism between iconoclast and iconodules as an exaggerated and a 
caricature produced by iconophiles. However, he concentrates more on political-religious motifs of the Council than 
a theology of image. Sahas (2018) demonstrates theology and decisions of the iconoclastic Council of 754 as 
subverted by Seventh Ecumenical Council. Iconoclast had political, dogmatic, and biblical reasons to reject sacred 
images as idolatrous. They quoted the passage “we walk by faith, not by sight” (2. Cor. 5:7) later utilized by 
reformers. Giakalis 2005, 7, 11, 24. According to art historian Charles Barber, iconoclasts highlighted “spirit and 
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    Before the schism of 1054, the Roman Catholic Church and Eastern Orthodox 

Church constituted one indivisible Christian Church. However, in the fifth century the 

Oriental Orthodox (Syrian, Coptic, Ethiopian, Eritrean, and Armenian Christian) 

churches were defined as schismatic by the Chalcedonian Church. These 

denominations disapproved of the Council of Chalcedon and its doctrine on the two 

natures of Christ. Theological disagreements on filioque13 and church political issues 

of power caused a break in communion with the Western Church. Nevertheless, 

segmentation of Christian East and West was a long process before and after the 

schism.14  

    Eastern Orthodox Church's history localizes principally to Byzantium.15 It was a 

thousand-year civilization from the founding of Constantinople in 330 to its capture by 

the Ottoman Turks in 1453. After the fall of Byzantium, the centre and influence of the 

Eastern Orthodox Church shattered and shifted to Russia, Greece, and other countries 

assimilated into Eastern Christianity. The following centuries were years of survival 

rather than prosperity. Today, Eastern Orthodox Church has spread worldwide, 

especially in North America and Western Europe. I utilize the term "Eastern Orthodox 

Church" because of my work's ecumenical and historical character. This Church has 

specific characteristics that differentiate it from other churches, including high 

valuation of tradition and the Eastern Church Fathers, veneration of the Virgin Mary, 

saints, and icons, ascetic monastical life, and greater priority of cultic life and worship 

over academic-rationalistic theology. The Eastern Orthodox Church has the sacraments 

 
truth” and the valuelessness of things made from dead matter. Thus, for them, there was an unbridgeable gap 
between visual representations of Christ and saints and their real invisible character. Moreover, a principal leader 
behind the iconoclastic Council of 754, Emperor Constantine V, argued that inventions of the artist produce spurious 
images. Barber 2002, 55–56, 58. 
13 The Nicene Creed confessed that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father. Later, Western theologians added: 
“and from the Son” to the Creed.  
14 Papanikolaou 2011, 358–360. 
15 Barbarians destroyed the consistent kingdom of Rome in the fourth and fifth centuries dividing the Greek East 
and Latin West. West identified itself as Europe after the conquests of the Arabs in the eighth century. Initially, 
Constantinople was a pagan city. Gradually, the cross, Christ, and the Virgin replaced ancient images. The city 
persisted against Avar, Slav, Persian, Arab, Bulgar, Russian and Turkish forces through the Middle Ages. 
Furthermore, Byzantium was a strong and vast empire, which controlled the eastern basin of the Mediterranean, 
most of the Balkans, and ports of great African cities. Herrin speculates that Byzantium was a shield that protected 
Europe from the invasion of the Arabs. Moreover, Byzantine theologians, teachers, and missionaries led the Bulgars, 
Serbs, and Russians to the Orthodox faith. These nations could create their traditions with their languages. It appears 
that the Fourth Crusade in 1204 was a more divisive factor between the East and the West than the great schism. 
Western crusaders attacked and sacked Constantinople due to political plots between the crusaders and Byzantine 
Prince Alexios. Later, the Byzantine and the Christian West expressed mutual despise and competed for power. 
However, shared faith and common enemy of the Ottoman Turks promoted to seek reunion. The promising Council 
of Ferrara/Florence in the fifteenth century remained unsuccessful for unity. Meyendorff 1992, 37, 39; Meyendorff 
1982, 7, 79; Herrin 2007, 5–7, 15-16, 24–25, 27, 30–32, 47, 83–89, 97, 131-138, 260–265, 267–271, 280, 306–307. 
Herrin argues that Byzantine culture has had a reputation as irrational and passive in Western history and theology. 
She proposes that Byzantium was instead a learned, creative, and powerful empire. Herrin 2007, 321-336.    
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of baptism, Eucharist, chrismation, penance, anointing of the sick, marriage, and holy 

orders. Orthodox patriarchs, theologians, and believers see the Eastern Orthodox 

Church as the only Church that has preserved the right dogmas and practices from 

apostolic times to today.16   

    The Renaissance emerged in Western and Roman Catholic Italy in the thirteenth 

century. Humanism originated beside it. This intellectual and heterogenous movement 

emphasized a return to Antiquity, valuation of ancient philosophers and Church 

Fathers, and belief in a free, skillful, and glorious humanity. Renaissance paintings 

were stylistically more profane, sensual, and ideologically human-centered than images 

in earlier centuries. Admiration of artists rose, and they began to sign their works. The 

purpose of Renaissance art was to imitate empirical nature and materialize the artist's 

idea. Moreover, Renaissance artists invented or rediscovered linear perspective. 

Renaissance art expressed philosophical and astrological beliefs besides the beliefs of 

the Roman Catholic Church. Gradually, paintings acquired independent status from 

religion and cult life. Hence, the term "art" (Greek τέχνη) stabilized. Later, other art 

movements like the religious, emotional, and lavish Baroque followed. Nonetheless, 

the Renaissance appears to be the most significant and far-reaching transition in 

Western and Christian art history. I see that autonomous character unifies Renaissance, 

aesthetical theory, and modern art. Naturally, theologians of the Eastern Orthodox 

Church and the Lutheran Church have had various opinions from the Renaissance (see 

especially 3.2.2).17 

    The Reformation was a vast and far-reaching religious, cultural, and civil 

phenomenon initiated by the German theologian and monk Martin Luther in the 

sixteenth century. This geographically and theologically incoherent movement was 

made up of multiple Reformations. Consequently, Lutheran, Reformed, and Anglican 

churches protested against the Roman Catholic Church and became independent of it.18 

Luther criticized many practices and beliefs of his Roman Catholic Church, such as 

indulgences. His central theological doctrine was a justification by grace through faith. 

Salvation based on God's gift and not on human merits is key to Luther's, the Lutheran 

 
16 Bouteneff 2011, 427–428; McGrath 2000, 537; McGrath 1994, 334–337. Overview of twentieth-century 
Orthodox theology see McGrath 2000, 527–538.  
17 Bocola 1999, 27, 35–36; Honour & Fleming 1997, 420–422, 448–449, 459, 567; Belting 1994, 459; McGrath 
1994, 44–45, 50–52.     
18 Baptists, Methodists, Adventists, and Pentecostals are also considered Protestant churches. These churches share 
certain beliefs but disagree, for example, in baptism. 
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Church's, and generally Protestant theology.19  

    Furthermore, Lutherans distinguish God's law from the gospel: The Law denotes 

everything God demands from humankind, like the Ten Commandments. The gospel 

signifies everything that God bestows to humanity. The roots of these thoughts are 

Pauline texts and the prominent western Church Father Augustine20. A distinction 

between the theology of the cross and theology of the glory corresponds with the 

separation between the law and the gospel. According to this standard, everyone, by 

nature, is a theologian of glory. This denotes selfish love, seeking everything good, 

beautiful, and lovable, like God in divine glory. On the contrary, theology of the cross 

proclaims foolish order of the cross: God accompanies humans in suffering and is 

revealed only through the cross as weak, poor, and sinful. Thus, the cross signifies 

salvation based on God's agape love, suffering, and foolishness. Moreover, the 

Protestant Reformations highlight Scriptures’ authority over fallible traditions and the 

institutionalized church. In addition, Lutheranism emphasizes the redemption of 

humanity through the death of Christ, the bondage of human free will because of 

original sin, and a valuation of secular callings like marriage. The Lutheran Church 

confesses sacraments, baptism, and Eucharist. It has expanded worldwide, especially 

in Africa, America, and Northern Europe.21   

    In general, the Augsburg Confession and The Small Catechism of Martin Luther, are 

authoritative doctrinal standards for all Lutheran churches. However, they do not 

contain explicit instructions for the use of images. Therefore, it is justifiable to state 

that the Lutheran Church does not have an official and authoritative theology of images. 

I predict that this strengthens and encourages two attitudes toward images: Indifferent 

and subconscious silence – or free creativity.  

    Luther's theology of images offers an explanation and overview of the Lutheran 

position. He addressed the subject in his "Invocavit Sermons" (1522) and "Against the 

Heavenly Prophets" (1525). Luther opposed cult images as expressions of profane 

glory of the world and part of a cult of saints and pilgrimages. Thus, they obscured 

 
19 Marshall 2017, 9–14, 23, 29–35. However, the Roman Catholic Church, the Lutheran Church, the Reformed 
Church, and the Anglican Church have signed the Joint Declaration of the Doctrine of Justification in 1999 
expressing concord concerning theology of justification.    
20 A theologian, philosopher, and fourth-fifth century bishop. Augustine is known for his thoughts on original sin, 
salvation based on the grace of God, and the Trinity. He is the most influential Church Father of Western theology. 
Luther was an Augustian friar. However, Augustine is not a prominent image theologian.   
21 Marshall 2017, 52–67, 70–72; McGrath 1994, 72–76, 80–81, 84–85; Mannermaa 1983, 37–57. Luther’s criticism 
of the theology of the cross focuses on Thomas Aquinas, Aristotle, and scholastic theology. Mannermaa 1983, 39–
41.    
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salvation by grace. For Luther, the kingdom of God was less about seeing, and more 

about hearing, that is faith, preaching the word, and charity rather than seeing a 

decorative glory in the church. The invention of printing was utilized for and against 

Luther’s Reformation as a form of propaganda and caricature. Later, the Swiss 

Reformation accelerated and utilized iconoclasm as a policy against the Roman 

Catholic Church's practices, beliefs, and authority. According to its founders, Ulrich 

Zwingli and Jean Calvin, the Reformed Church ossified the rejection of cultic images 

of Christ, the Virgin Mary, and saints. Luther disapproved the iconoclasm originated 

by Andreas Karlstadt in Wittenberg. He taught that religious images are adiaphora. 

Thus, both iconoclasts and iconodules were incorrect because both parties ignored the 

natural freedom of Christians. Subsequently, Luther assimilated a positive attitude 

towards images. He taught that images of Christ, saints, and biblical events are 

memorials and witnesses. Moreover, he instructed that images are beneficial and even 

necessary for believers. The central concept here is the sign (German Zeichen). It also 

refers to the theology of the Eucharist and activates the ontological question of the 

presence of spiritual reality in material and visual signs.22  

    Thus, for Luther, an image is a sign bearing the presence of God by the power of 

God’s word. Although the Lutheran Church formed as a critical counterforce to the 

Late-medieval Roman Catholic Church, it inherited many of its beliefs and practices, 

including images like Renaissance altar paintings. Furthermore, the Lutheran Church 

separated from Roman Catholic Church by stressing the readable and audible word of 

God and music rather than holy images. 
 

    Aesthetical theory emerged in the eighteenth century as a philosophical, scientific, 

and academic subject. Aestheticism addresses questions concerning works of art and 

aesthetical experiences such as taste, style, emotions, and artistic expression. It 

cooccurs with the Enlightenment and German idealism. Enlightenment was a 

heterogeneous mode of thought that emphasized individuals' freedom and ability to 

reason truths. The movement had a strong influence, especially on Protestantism. 

German idealism was a philosophical movement associated with Immanuel Kant, 

Johann Fichte, Friedrich Schelling, and Georg Hegel. Kant's transcendental idealism 

denies Platonist idealism and the synthesis of Empiricism and Rationalism. He divided 

 
22 Marshall 2017 103–112; Luther 2016, 23–31; Luther 2015, 61, 67; Viladesau 2008, 132–138; Koerner 2004, 41–
42, 83–87, 114–116; Michalski 1993, 2–17, 27–29, 51–59, 61–73, 176–177. Today, many Reformed churches utilize 
images and thus criticize the earlier stance as too rationalistic.    
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objects and events into "phenomena" apprehended by senses and "noumena", a reality, 

thing-in-itself, which remains unknowable to human sensations. We can only 

understand reality through rational principles and preconditions of knowledge. Thus, 

metaphysical propositions, like God, the soul, freedom, and time refer to the human 

mind's capacity to perceive and understand the world. Kant's philosophy marked a 

significant change from classical, objective metaphysics to subjective metaphysics, 

theology to ethics, and objects of the perceivable world to the subject's conditions. For 

example, Romantic philosopher Schelling asserted that humans are in contact with 

organic nature through their ideal and holistic reason.23  

    In the art world, Renaissance and Neoclassicism directed mainstream artists to 

imitate nature, believe in god-man genius, and propagate absolute political and 

religious power. They were replaced by Modernism in the late nineteenth century. A 

new world preceded the change in art, including scientific inventions like railroads and 

photography, new economic imperialism, and theories like Charles Darwin's evolution, 

Karl Marx's class society, Friedrich Nietzsche's aristocratic vitalism, and Helene 

Blavatsky's theosophy. Artists mirrored and guided collective consciousness. The 

earlier realism was reversed: Romanticism embraced Symbolism and an inner world of 

melodramatic feeling and fantasy.24 

    Modernism emerged in the wake of impressionism. It faced the new age with 

careless brush strokes, luminous colours, and sensual and spontaneous impressions. 

Thus, art production shifted from the subject of a painting to a painterly process and 

from visible objects to underlying and dynamical structures. Emotional Romanticism 

found psychic and sensual reality in the expressive art of Vincent van Gogh, Paul 

Gauguin, and Edward Munch. Moreover, like Paul Cezanne's works, Impressionistic 

art expressed not perceiving or copying visible reality but creating it in an autonomous 

painting of forms and colours. This and the rediscovery of primitive art led to Cubism. 

Cubistic art eliminated the traditional viewer's position and the horizon from the four-

dimensional object. Furthermore, Symbolism shifted to the non-figurative art of Piet 

Mondrian and Wassily Kandinsky. Thus, the symbol as a mediator between artistic idea 

and beholder of painter vanished. Art offered a direct experience of the psychical and 

 
23 McGrath 2000, 136-137, 311-313, 702-706, 741, 850-851; Kotkavaara 1999, 225–227, 236–238, 242–244; 
Bocola 1999, 50-51. Subjective idealism entails that a work of art lies in the mind of an artist. Objective idealism 
understands that artist finds art pieces that exist on an ideal level. Haapala & Pulliainen 1998, 78–80. 
24 Bocola 1999, 26–28, 35–37, 39–44, 54-60, 76–85, 95–96; Honour & Fleming 1997, 623–627, 630–632. 
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spiritual. Form as a token of the relation between objects disappeared, universal energy 

took its space.25  

    Behind Modernism ethos was a consciousness of relativity and doubtfulness of 

values, which are also features of Postmodernism. Artists tried to reach natural 

universal forces, the depths of the unconscious manifested by Sigmund Freud or 

theosophical-Christian spirit through their oeuvre. Surrealism was an expression of the 

principle of free association, dream -consciousness, and repression of sexual desires 

studied by Freud. Eventually, the continuum of Modernism's demand for uniqueness 

and scandalous iconoclasm led to the ironic readymade of Marcel Duchamp and to 

mocking and irrational Dadaism. Hence, the concept took the place of the idea. 

Individual caprice replaced artistic canon, and coincidence displaced creative progress. 

The presence of meaning shifted to the absence of meaning. Moreover, the unity of the 

individual was deformed and blurred in the art of Pablo Picasso and Francis Bacon.26  

    New art appeared odd and uninviting to the public. However, it acquired wider 

acceptance after the Second World War and National Socialism's attempt to cleanse the 

temple of art from "degenerate art". The United States became the centre of post-war 

culture. The mystical Abstract Expressionism of Jackson Pollock and Mark Rothko and 

entertaining and non-judgmental pop art prevailed. Later the American dream faced 

severe criticism during decolonization and the Vietnam War. Nevertheless, the Western 

culture of individual freedom, consumerism, a revolution of media through television 

and the internet, and emptiness of the self remain in our present world. The co-existence 

of pre-modernism, Modernism, and the plurality of post-modernism theories and 

practices encompass the art world.27   

    The Aesthetical theory has been more secular than the Lutheran or Orthodox school 

of thought, and other modern art movements have also emerged predominantly apart 

from Christian churches. Thus, autonomous art challenges the theology and practice of 

the churches. It questions traditional forms and foregrounds questions and answers 

proposed by modern science, philosophies, and spiritual movements. Moreover, 

 
25 Bocola 1999, 117–121, 124–125, 130–131, 135, 147, 164–165, 186–189, 191–193, 197, 199, 201, 204–205, 209. 
Honour & Fleming 1997, 689–691, 706–710, 716–720, 748–751, 754, 759–764. According to Bocola and Honour 
& Fleming, Edouard Manet’s paintings The Luncheon on the Grass (1863) and Olympia (1863) were the first 
artworks of the new era. Bocola 1999, 108-112; Honour & Fleming 1997, 659–661, 696–697. Seppä informs us that 
a Swedish painter Hilma af Klint produced first abstract paintings in 1908–1910. Klint was influenced by theosophy 
and anthroposophy. Seppä 2012, 80.  
26 Bocola 1999, 277–286, 316–317, 329, 342–344; Honour & Fleming 1999, 777–779, 788–789, 807–813 
27 Bocola 1999, 360–362, 381–382, 389, 391–392, 395–398, 422, 425, 442, 562–566, 569; Honour & Fleming 1999, 
819–821, 835–842.   
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modern and abstract art can be regarded as a secular form of iconoclasm. The Christian 

churches can bless or obstruct new imagery. Furthermore, modern art can be seen as 

dangerous in a religious context. It can be ignored, abridged to the transmitter of the 

message, or seen as a codirectional with transcendental Christianity (see 3.2.2).28   

    The icon revivalism movement emerged in twentieth century Russia. Revivalism 

was influenced especially among Russian émigré theologians in Paris and Prague. The 

Russia culture elite rediscovered medieval icon art and considered it prestigious. 

Hence, they valued the heritage of Old Believers of the Orthodox Church. Old 

Believers protested against the Russian Orthodox Church's reforms in the seventeenth 

century. The state church followed new faith: Greek and Slavic church order, changes 

in liturgical texts, and a sign of the cross that Old Believers could not accept. Russian 

civil power and the Great Council of Moscow in 1666 condemned Old Believers to 

punishment and death. Old Believers favoured traditional icons.29  

    Nevertheless, Russia adopted Western art, including new styles like Baroque, 

techniques like oil colours, and subjects like Resurrection of Christ. This changed 

primarily through St Petersburg's Academy of Art, founded in the eighteenth century. 

Tsar Peter the Great established the Most Holy Governing Synod, the highest 

governing body of the Russian Orthodox Church in 1721–1917. Later years witnessed 

various degrees of severity and tolerance towards Old Believers. After the Crimean 

War (1853–56), the intelligentsia and political leadership replaced Western influences 

with Pan-Slavism. Its purpose was to unite people who spoke Slavic languages under 

the Russian state, language, and Orthodox Church. In 1971 the Moscow Patriarchate 

annulled old anathemas against Old Believers. Icon revivalists considered the age of 

the Great Synod and its ideal of Westernized art as degeneration of tradition and 

oppression of the Church by the state in a Protestantism manner. Furthermore, they 

considered academic icons as decayed art.30   

 
28 Kunnas 2008, 11–14, 18–21, 28; Kuorikoski 2008, 45–47, 175–180; Martikainen 2008, 196–198. Kuorikoski 
associate’s autonomy of art and principle ”art for art’s sake” to the aesthetics of Immanuel Kant. For Kant, beauty 
was an unselfish perception and a form of pleasure. Free beauty and art are not dependent or subordinate to moral 
or religious factors. However, pure and free art dangers remain on an ideological level. Kant’s universal reason has 
been questioned and relativized in the philosophical field. Kuorikoski 2008, 49–51.   
29 Mokroborodova 2001, 5–14; Pavlov 2001, 15–17; Krasilin 2001, 51, 57; Kotkavaara 1999, 2–3, 14–15, 69–77. 
30 Buseva-Davydova 2001, 39, 42; Laitila 2001, 103–109; Bobrov 2001, 113–116; Hanka 2001, 117–123; Hanka 
1994, 36, 39, Meyendorff 1992, 40–41. Hanka explains that academic art denotes art born in art schools, which is 
consistent despite geographical place or period. Models of Russian academic art came from the Renaissance and 
Baroque. Moreover, academic art favored historical paintings. Hanka 1994, 35, 64, Hanka 2001, 117–118. The 
Eastern Orthodox Church has been a minority in Lutheran and rather irreligious Finland. The Finnish Orthodox 
Church became a second folk Church of Finland when it faced a phase of nationalization after the Bolshevik 
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    Dialogue between the Eastern Orthodox Church and Lutheran Church commenced 

when Luther's collaborator Philipp Melanchthon sent a Greek translation of the 

Augsburg Confession to the Patriarchate of Constantinople in 1559. After seventeen 

years, the answer arrived in Tübingen. It stressed the contribution of good deeds to 

salvation, criticized Lutherans for reducing the number of sacraments, judged their 

service and liturgy as spiritless, and could not approve relinquishing the cult of Virgin 

Mary and saints. In 1451 Luther’s predecessors Jan Hus and his Hussites, had travelled 

to Constantinople to discuss ecumenical concord. The attempt failed on the question of 

images. Similarly, different practices of images separated the Eastern Orthodox Church 

and Lutheran Church. The image became a means to identify foreigners. Geographical, 

theological, and practical distances were fruitful soil for mutual misconceptions and 

condemnations that impacted for centuries.31 

    The Ecumenical movement has shifted the old hostile paradigm to mutual friendship 

and dialogue that establishes connection and comprehension between Christian 

churches. Bilateral discussions between the Eastern Orthodox Church and Lutheran 

Church in the twentieth century have addressed Christ, salvation, Eucharist, and 

tradition. I foreground discussions between the Finnish Lutheran Church and Russian 

Eastern Orthodox Church, and United States Lutheran–Orthodox dialogues. These 

encounters have been promising. Rapport has been found on the different notion of 

salvation (see 3.1.2) as justification and deification. The decisions of the Seventh 

Ecumenical Councils are not ratified in Lutheran churches. However, the Lutheran–

Orthodox Joint Commission discussed the Ecumenical Councils in 1993, when the 

Lutheran Church affirmed the authority of the Seventh Ecumenical Council, although 

with a few reservations. In the statements of this meeting, the Lutheran Church rejected 

iconoclasm and affirmed the distinction of the Seventh Ecumenical Council between 

 
Revolution in 1917 and the World War 1. Later, approximately 41000 evacuees from Karelia, a province of Finland, 
were re-populated in Finland regions. This was because of the Winter War between the Soviet Union and Finland. 
Part of Karelians were Orthodox. They or their children became Lutherans due to the stress of assimilation. 
Nonetheless, the icon revivalist movement spread also to Finland from 1960 onward. Key figures from this 
enthusiasm were a Roman Catholic priest and an icon-painter Robert de Caluwé and Leonid Ouspensky (see 1.4.3). 
The popularity of icons has been strengthened through icon donations, exhibitions, books, news articles, and icon-
painting courses. Furthermore, this denotes images in Lutheran homes and sacred spaces. The icon of the Mother of 
God is watching me as I write. It is a gift from my Karelian and Orthodox grandmother. Laitila 2015; Malmisalo 
2005, 62–64, 93–110, 123; Hanka 2001, 117; Kotkavaara 1999, 4–5; Arseni 1995, 81–87. For a detailed picture of 
painters, teachers, and agents in the field of Finnish icon-painting, see Malmisalo 2005 and Kotkavaara 1999. A 
detailed list of icons in Finnish Lutheran sacred spaces, see Malmisalo 2005, 93–110, 151–155. According to the 
latest studies, roughly half of the Finns considered themselves religious, and approximately the same number, 
increasingly the youngest generations, considered themselves non-religious or atheists. Salomäki, Hytönen, Ketola, 
Salminen & Sohlberg 2021, 257–258.  
31 Michalski 1993, 99–104, 109–112, 114–152. 
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adoration of God and veneration of icons. Thus, the Commission did address the 

question of images, although only briefly.32   

    Icons, paintings, and images have not been discussed as a separate subject between 

Lutherans and Orthodox. Furthermore, academic research has not compared Lutheran 

and Orthodox theology of images. Thus, my study surveys point on the ecumenical 

map between Orthodox and Lutheran use and interpretations of images through my 

sources (see 1.4). Moreover, I address the practical yet usually ignored questions of 

utilizing images in Christian context and liturgy. Considering that the theology of 

image has been at most marginal subject of study and that images are used in both 

Lutheran and Orthodox practical life and spaces, this study has significance in 

academic theology, ecumenical discussions, and church history.33  

    Lutheran liturgical theology has highlighted the word of God and the Eucharist as 

salvific instruments of the Holy Spirit. These are normative and indefeasible. The rest, 

like paintings, are under the freedom of particular parishes. Nevertheless, in Finland, 

especially altar paintings are common in Lutheran church spaces and some churches 

utilize modern art. However, many new churches have no altar painting or image of 

Jesus.34 Apparently, iconoclasts could accept these spaces that are mainly adorned with 

symbol of the cross. Subsequent ecumenical theology has stressed that Lutheran 

Confessions verify the whole liturgy as a salvific sacramental reality. Moreover, the 

Lutheran–Orthodox Joint Commission in 1993 affirmed that  
the more frequently, Christ, Mary, the Mother of God, and the saints are seen, the more are 

those who see them drawn to remember and long for those who serve as models, and to pay 

these icons the tribute of salutation and respectful veneration.". Furthermore, there are also 

 
32 Meyendorff & Tobias 1992, 7–8; Saarinen 2017; Pihkala 2002, 13–19; Saarinen 1994, 9–12, 98–100. For an 
overview of the history of Lutheran–Orthodox ecumenism, see Saarinen 1997 and of a Lutheran–Orthodox dialogue 
today, see Saarinen 2017. I recognize the inner tension of the ecumenical movement: What is the nature and content 
of the pursued concord? Should the aim be towards Lutheranism, Roman Catholicism, or Orthodoxy? On the other 
hand, the ecumenical aim is easily pronounced: Unity in diversity.  
33 Finnish books on icons almost never feature discourse between Lutheran and Orthodox comprehension of images. 
Moreover, the icon revivalist movement is ignored, silenced, or regarded as a universal condition in these books. 
Orthodox icon painter Marianna Flinckenberg-Gluschkoff follows the narration of icon revivalists in her 
book ”Ikoni puhuu – tietoa ikonien kielestä ja tehtävästä”, but does not mention the movement. An Orthodox 
hieromonk and professor Serafim Seppälä is more loosely connected to icon revivalism in his book “Ikonin 
filosofia”. His rather non-historical and non-topical presentation does not problematize the question of Lutheran 
icon or traditional Orthodox icons in Lutheran sacred spaces. The Finnish Orthodox Metropolitan Arseni produces 
a coherent history of Christian images and icons in his book “Ikonikirja – Historiaa, teologiaa ja tekniikka”. He does 
not utilize icon revivalist’s theory of Western corruption in Russian image art. He criticizes Old Believers for their 
enthusiasm to resist all changes. Thus, books on icons by Finnish Orthodox writers serve as induction and overview 
to Orthodox art of icons. Flinckenberg-Gluschkoff 2015, 11–12, 175; Seppälä 2015; Bastubacka 2015; Arseni 1995, 
11-80.  
34 See Lutheran churches of Ylivieska (2021), Tikkurila (2021), Söderkulla (2018), Kuokkala (2010), Viikki (2005), 
Klaukkala (2004), and a Church of Holy Andreas in Oulu (2004).  
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icons in Lutheran churches. I hope my study offers wisdom to rather complicated and 

contradictory practices and theology of images in present-day Lutheranism.35   

    In the Eastern Orthodox Church, icons are inseparable from the ecclesiastical liturgy 

and its doxological expressions. Icons as energized intermediaries have sanctifying 

powers derived from the holiness of the depicted person. Generally, Orthodox sacred 

spaces are filled with icons. Moreover, Orthodox touch, kiss, incense, and carry icons 

as an act of adoration. Roughly speaking, the iconostasis corresponds with the Lutheran 

altar painting. Refusal of Western style, Renaissance, and modern art is not the preserve 

of icon revivalism. Nonetheless, churches and monasteries of the Eastern Orthodox 

Church are situated in the riptide between East and West. They utilize Western-style 

images in Orthodox sacred spaces.36 

 

1.2. Questions  
 

My study question is this: What are the theological agreements, tensions, and 

oppositions in the theology of image found in my sources? Naturally, this requires 

resolving the theological justifications and principles my sources present for images in 

the Christian context. I stress that my research question is ecumenical yet academic. 

My chosen sources express Orthodox and Lutheran theology but are not necessarily 

ecumenical. Thus, this study composes an ecumenical and bilateral dialogue between 

chosen sources. By academism, I denote that the purpose of this study is not to achieve 

ecumenical concord on Eastern Orthodox, Lutheran, or more general ground. 

Nevertheless, I propose ecumenical possibilities. Hence, this study offers answers and 

 
35 Saarinen 2017; Johnson 2015, 32. For a history of Finnish Lutheran Church art and altar paintings, see Vartiainen 
2008 and Hanka 1995. Finnish Lutheran opinion on icons range from rejection to enthusiasm. Priests and art scholars 
Tauno Sarantola and Juhani Rekola opposed the idea of a “Lutheran icon” and placing icons in Lutheran sacred 
places. According to Sarantola and Rekola, Orthodox icons do not fit in the frames of Lutheran theology, especially 
not with Lutheran theology of the cross. Similarly, Lutheran professor of church history and theologian Jouko 
Martikainen argues that art that ignores the radical evil of the world is “pseudo beauty” that needs to be killed on 
the cross. Only then can real beauty be born. These theologians offer few thoughts on icons. Attitudes among Finnish 
Lutherans have become more positive towards icons. Lutheran author Kaisa Raittila values icons. Raittila asserts 
that Luther held images as ”almost sacraments”. Moreover, Lutheran priest Veijo Koivula and Orthodox theologian 
Marianne Kantonen express a positive and ecumenical approach to icons in their book trilogy. Koivula and Kantonen 
recognize the limitations and rules for traditional icons. Nevertheless, they appear to regard Orthodox and Lutheran 
image theology as consistent. Similarly, a leading authority on ecumenism in the Finnish Lutheran Church, Tomi 
Karttunen, proposes that Luther’s position towards images is consistent with the Seventh Ecumenical Council when 
an image is accompanied by the word of God and biblical message of the Trinitarian God. Kantonen & Koivula 
2011, 5–14; 2013, 5–6; 2016, 5–6; Martikainen 2011, 90–91; Karttunen 2010, 33–35; Raittila 2010, 6–8, 10; 
Malmisalo 2005, 59–61; Sarantola 1987, 51–52; Rekola 1985.   
36 Damian 2011, 330–336.  
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insights to the shared, surmountable, and divisive theological beliefs between the 

Eastern Orthodox Church and Lutheran Church. Generally, icons are part of the Eastern 

Orthodox Church. Hence, my sub-question is a Lutheran theological justification for 

accepting or rejecting icons. Similarly, I study opinions and possibilities for Lutheran 

or Western images in an Orthodox context.  

    I specify theological comprehension of images as image theology or theology of 

image. Image theology examines the meaning, function, and place of the image in the 

context of religion, spirituality, dogmatic reflections, and the cultic life of believers. 

Theology of image belongs to systematic and practical theology and church history 

fields. Moreover, the question of images relates to broader subjects of Christianity like 

God, Christ, anthropology, salvation, and liturgical theology. Thus, I demonstrate how 

Christian images associate with salvation and how different expressions on salvation 

affect the theology of images. Hence, the focal point of my study is a relation between 

dogmatic and practical theology, which manifests through images of sacred spaces. It 

is impossible to study individual images without dogmatics and Christian tradition. I 

research where Lutheran and Orthodox similarities and differences in using and 

interpreting images originate. 

    Today, the image as a painting is usually a subject of iconography37 semiotics or art 

studies in aesthetics. Image theology differs from these secular sciences but relate to 

the same premises, questions, and subjects. The term "theological aesthetics" defines a 

theological perspective on aesthetics. Nevertheless, my study is closer to "aesthetical 

theology" since my focus is on theology rather than aesthetics. I identify various 

attitudes towards aesthetics science, secular art, and modern art movements. These 

opinions may be direct, indirect, or even unconscious and vary from assimilation to 

separation. However, they share a theological foundation and comprehension of 

images.  

    I acknowledge the ambiguity of the terms like "Christian art" or "church art". These 

 
37 Iconography is a branch of art history that studies the relationship between meaning and a form of an image. 
Panofsky writes that image manifests an artist's meaning and motif. According to Panofsky, meaning is based on 
the subject and context of the work including state, epoch, and religion. Thus, iconography emphasizes that the 
meaning is outside of the image. Panofsky classifies iconographic analysis in three stages: Pre-iconography notices 
factual forms and objects like animals, fruits, people, and events and expressional qualities.  Iconographical analysis 
identifies subjects, such as disciples and Jesus, through a conventional and intellectual understanding of the 
civilization, culture, and symbolic language the painting represents. Iconological synthesis broadens the 
comprehension of the painting as a document of a certain artist, art movement, civilization, and religious attitude. 
My study relates to iconography by preserving the meaning of images resonates within the historical context, values, 
and sources. These form a living community, expressed in single images. Eaton 1994, 96; Panofsky 1972, 3–17.  
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expressions evoke the question, whether the image is autonomous and valuable in itself, 

an instrumental part of the religious cult or an embodiment of it. Moreover, a relation 

of artworks and religion denotes a connection between sacred words and sacred images. 

The place and context of an image is also central. Images belong to social interpretation 

frameworks. I address these in my sub-questions.38 

    The fundamental aspect of the image is ontological. Thus, one sub-question is my 

sources' ontological agreements, tensions, and oppositions. Ontology denotes a relation 

between material objects like paintings with spiritual and transcendental reality. Hence, 

my study concerns idealistic movements besides Christianity. Questions of images’ 

verisimilitude, representativeness, and likeness cross aesthetics, semiotics,39 and study 

of religions. However, my focus is predominantly theological.  

    The ontology of images operates on the paradoxical tension between stillness and 

movement and between lifeless and animate. Furthermore, an ontology of images 

concerns the image's content, essence, and substance – if there is something else than 

mere paint. The power of the cult image, its efficacy, and its liveliness refer to the 

otherworldly reality in the image, inhabit it, or work through it. Thus, cultic images 

channel the spiritual realm to material reality. Moreover, images may perform miracles 

and act like living persons. Yet, the same image can be holy and miraculous, an idol or 

a charm depending on the interpreter. Paradoxically, iconoclast indicated their belief in 

the power of images when they mutilated, punished, and hung them. How is the 

presence of transcendent achieved? Does the power of an artist transmit to a living 

image? Does a consecration of image or beliefs and actions of the believer affect the 

image's ontological power? These are the sub-questions of my study. An answer to an 

ontological question is usually more functional: Meaning, purpose, and use of the 

image in a specific context. Nevertheless, I appreciate that the ontological basis offers 

answers on the purpose and task of images.40 

 
38 Seppälä 2015, 14–20; Garett 2011.   
39 Semiotics examine images as signs of communication. Semiotics place images in the context of systems, cultures, 
and social agreements. It stresses the actuality of the reader and interpreter. Semiotics is usually associated with 
structuralism that focuses on linguistic and conceptual structures of cultures and denies the possibility to contact 
reality objectively and universally. Hence, semiotics resemble formalism by underlining the actual sign and its form. 
This study asks the same question as semiotics but in the field of theology: the relation between sign and signified. 
Fiske 1992, 16–17, 60–78.  
40 Seppälä 2015, 14, 25; Koerner 2004, 95–100, 109. For detailed analysis of the image’s power, ontology, and 
religious meanings, see Freedberg 1989. Other works on image ontology, include Lechte 2012 and Elkins & Naef 
2011.  
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    I utilize my theory of "weak" and "strong" theology of image throughout this work. 

This classification is my formulation and aid in comprehending, structuring, and 

analysing different positions and thoughts concerning images. It is part of my analysis 

based on research results. Primarily, this distinction evaluates the ontological weights 

of the images. I propose that strong ontology associates with high practical meaning 

and significance of images. Weak apprehension of images approaches indifference. I 

stress that the terms weak and strong terms do not imply inferiority and superiority, 

acceptability or vulnerability. I have borrowed this distinction from the Eucharistic 

theology: Strong theology of the Eucharist denotes that Christ is present in bread and 

wine. Thus, a Christian receives Christ's Blood and Body in faith, but also by mouth. 

Weak Eucharistic theology holds that Christ is present in bread and wine, but only 

symbolically. Hence, there is an ontological difference based on the mode of presence.  

    I assert and generalize that there are four alternative approaches to the theology of 

images. These are rejection of images, that is, iconoclasm, strong image theology, a 

weak image theology, and autonomous art expressed especially in Renaissance and in 

modern art. The Eastern Orthodox Church represents strong image theology while the 

Lutheran Church has traditionally had a weak one. Demarcation lines are more complex 

and overlapping, as I demonstrate. Nevertheless, my theory makes it possible to 

perceive substantive differences and progression in church history and dogmatics 

relating to images.       

 

1.3. Methods and Outline  
 

I have chosen to study six theologians: Pavel Florensky, Leonid Ouspensky, and John 

Meyendorff are Orthodox. Robert Jenson, Hans Eckehard-Bahr, and Martin Lönnebo 

are Lutheran. I hold that six is suitable for a limited yet sufficient and diverse picture 

of present Orthodox and Lutheran theology and for internal and bilateral comparison. 

The criteria for selection was time scope: from 1900 to the present day.41 My sources 

 
41 Practically the timeline of my sources is between 1952–2020. Only Florensky wrote before the 1950s, but his 
works were translated into English afterward. Florensky worked between the two World Wars. Thus, he did not 
know the other five theologians of this study. Meyendorff, Ouspensky, and Jenson were familiar with Florensky. 
Ouspensky, Meyendorff, Jenson, Bahr and Lönnebo were all active writers in the 1960s. However, Meyendorff 
Jenson, and Lönnebo worked later in the 1990s and in the twenty-first century. I note that later writers are more 
open and aware of ecumenical dialogue. This position also offers a perspective advantage to see, judge, and correct 
past mistakes.    
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accompany us further into the past, to early Christianity and the Middle Ages. 

However, interpretations are always from within the twentieth and twenty-first 20th 

centuries. Thus, these theologians examine image theology in historical, dogmatical, 

and liturgical contexts.  

    Theologians were selected for their rich, prominent, and contemporary focus on the 

theology of images. In my selection, I considered the relation of these six theologians 

with each other. Hence, I aspired to internal diversity within the Lutheran and Eastern 

Orthodox churches and ecumenical orientation towards the other church. Nevertheless, 

selection does not indicate mutual dialogue. In this study, I construct the discussion 

between the theologians and occasionally I admit that this was not frequent. Despite 

the bilateral character of my study, my chosen sources also address third parties. These 

include Christian churches like the Roman Catholic Church, internal movements or 

heresies like Sophiology in the Russian Orthodox Church, or secular movements such 

as German idealism. Thus, I also observe undirect dialogue through third parties, 

identifications, and common ideological enemies.  

    To what extent does each individual theologian represent their whole church and 

tradition? It is impossible to offer a detailed answer. However, it is possible to reflect 

individual thoughts on earlier and larger theologies such as Lutheran Confessions or 

synods of the Eastern Orthodox Church. I do this throughout. I cautiously note that 

Lutheran theologians appear to be freer from their theological traditions and therefore 

more influential authorities than theologians of the Eastern Orthodox Church. I leave 

it open whether this is due to a different position of tradition in Eastern and Western 

theology, present-day Western individualism, or some other reasons.  

    An easily acceptable premise is that individual theologians express their thoughts. 

Obviously, they belong to a specific context and tradition and represent it. Repeating 

is also a choice and a confession. Originality, discoveries, and new initiatives may be 

an aberration or a creative continuation of the same living tradition. Usually, only time 

testifies to the strength of the various paths. I value how strongly and brightly these 

theologians represent and steer the great entireties.    

    This is a humanities study. Therefore, my method is to ask questions and find 

answers from texts. The procession of my work is based on systematic analysis. By it, 

I denote apprehension of my sources, presentation of the references of these sources, 

and analysis of this material. The selection criterion is the subject of this study: 
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theology of images. Thus, I searched my sources for thoughts concerning paintings and 

images. Moreover, I observe broader theological contexts and principles to give context 

to and explain single thoughts. Hence, I associate individual thoughts and writers to 

broader movements and schools. The references present central terms, claims, and 

courses of argument, their reasoning, and originality. This analysis follows my critical 

assessment of the presented thoughts and theologies.  

    My direction is from individual to general. I judge my chosen theologians based on 

the theological tradition of Eastern Orthodox and Lutheran churches, current research, 

achieved ecumenical concord, and reason. On these grounds, I present more sustainable 

and alternative arguments. The purpose of my analysis is comparative. I assess the 

extent to which comparison of individual theologians can be extrapolated to a more 

general level of two great traditions of Eastern Orthodox and Lutheran churches.   

    The theologians in this study address and externalize images, analyse them, and 

transmit their thoughts through them. In other words, they execute theology concerning 

images. I utilize images in my work to demonstrate how chosen theologians understand 

them. Therefore, images are part of my systematic analysis: they demonstrate, testify, 

and challenge argumentation and presupposes my sources. The images shown here 

were selected because one or more of the six theologians examine them. Another 

criterion is how strongly the image presents critical features of chosen theologians, 

their agreements, tensions, and opposition. I describe and explain basic information 

about each image. the reader in understanding the work of these six theologians. Hence, 

I evaluate their arguments through the chosen images through systematic analysis of 

my sources and literature. In the next chapter, I utilize portraits of theologians of this 

study to illustrate my work.  

    Through systematic analysis, I highlight themes and subjects that I have found 

relevant to a theology of images. Throughout I correlate my material to various contexts 

and value how arguments and thoughts structure each other. The study is divided into 

two main chapters (chapters 2 and 3). In chapter 2, I discuss dogmatic and metaphysical 

conditions of Christian image theology and the ontology of visual paintings. I ask what 

theological and ontological possibilities my chosen theologians ascribe to the image as 

a mediator between God and humanity. First, I relate images to thoughts on God (2.1). 

I conjecture what potentials, limitations, and consequences the Christian doctrine of 

God offers to a theology of images according to chosen sources (2.1.1 and 2.1.2). Then, 
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I examine the doctrine of the Trinity and its relation to the images through Andrei 

Rublev's famous Trinity -icon (2.1.3). Furthermore, I delve into metaphysics as I search 

for ontological and cosmological places and weights for the image in the Christian 

worldview (2.1.4). In chapter (2.2) I address Christ and Christology, in chapter (2.1) 

concentrates on incarnation and the person of Christ as a foundation of image theology, 

and in chapter (2.2) demonstrates Christ as a subject of art through images of 

crucifixion and resurrection and the general character of Christian image. In chapter 

2.3, I concentrate on the ontology of image. I utilize my theory of weak and strong 

image theologies, especially in chapter (2.3.1). The question of ontology reflects on the 

image's capability to perform miracles which I deal with in chapter (2.3.2). 

    Chapter 3.1 concern the role of the image in the economy of Christian salvation. I 

initiate from Christian anthropology (3.1.1) which also reveals the destination of man: 

divinization (3.1.2) and transfiguration (3.1.3). In these sections, I show how human as 

an image of God and salvation appears in Christian iconography. I also address the role 

of sacred images in the process of salvation. Moreover, I address the issue of saints and 

veneration of their images. In following chapter (3.2) I place the Christian image in 

historical context and a broad entirety of tradition (3.2.1) and in relation with 

autonomous art (3.2.2). Then, in chapter (3.2.3), I spotlight the role of the artist as a 

mediator of Christian tradition, message, and talent. Chapter (3.2.4) concerns the role 

of the Virgin Mary as a popular subject of images. Furthermore, I examine how 

Mariology affects and expresses images. I end with role of images in practical life, 

church space, and liturgy (3.2.5).   

    Within the chapters, I demonstrate my views, interpretations, and response to the 

study question. At the end of each chapter, I sum up and classify the presented thoughts. 

In chapter 4, I assemble general themes and conclusions. In academic theology, this 

work belongs to practical theology. It is also interdisciplinary concerning ecumenism, 

systematic theology, and church history.    
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1.4. Sources and Chosen Theologians in Context  

1.4.1. Pavel Florensky  
 

Pavel Florensky (1882–1937) was a Russian theologian, priest, philosopher, and 

scientist. He was a part of the Russian Silver Age42, a miscellaneous cultural 

atmosphere of creativity, pessimism, aestheticism, mysticism43 , German idealism44 , 

and other currents. Florensky had contacts with Russian Symbolists like Andrei Bely 

and Vyacheslav Ivanov. Furthermore, Slavophiles Ivan Kireevsky, Aleksey 

Khomyakov, and Vladimir Soloviev influenced Florensky. Slavophiles opposed the 

Westernization of Russia and preferred traditional Orthodox faith and mysticism over 

Western rationalism. Moreover, Florensky was a prominent thinker of Russian 

Sophiology besides Sergei Bulgakov. Sophiology emphasizes God's divine Wisdom as 

a cosmic principle of the world. Slavophilism and Sophiology denote that Florensky 

was a follower of prominent Russian thinker Vladimir Solovyov. Like him, Florensky 

attempted to vindicate the spirit of Russianness. However, Florensky's philosophy of 

religion took a collision course against Russian émigré theologians in the 1930s. 

Nevertheless, Florensky was an interpreter of the Orthodox faith. He was a key figure 

of icon revivalism. Under the atheist Bolshevik government, Florensky taught science 

in lecture halls wearing his cassock, cross, and priest's cap. In 1933, he was arrested 

and sent to a labour camp in Siberia. Florensky was shot in 1937 as an enemy of the 

Soviet Party.45  

    After Florensky's death, his works were forgotten. However, they found in the late 

1960s and translated into English. Recently, his works have been published in English. 

Thus, Florensky is one of the leading Orthodox theologians in the academic world. He 

 
42 Russia´s Silver Age differed from its Golden Age of the nineteenth century by deserting realism and preferring 
modern art movements. 
43 Mysticism denotes encountering God or transcendence through meditation, contemplation, and prayer. 
Meyendorff notices that Orthodox Christianity is mystical but that this word is misguiding in the Western context. 
Meyendorff 1982, 16.  
44 According to Florovsky, Schelling became the dominant Western philosopher in Russia from the early nineteenth 
century. Florovsky 2009, 11, 18. Similarly, Kotkavaara notices that Schelling’s ideas resonated in the hearts of 
Russian Slavophiles. Schelling was a romantic interpreter of Neo-Platonism, who thought that human have a 
mystical, and divine power to create. Kotkavaara 1999, 15–16. 
45 Florensky 1996, 5–25; Florensky 2002, 13–28; Louth 2020, 55–59; Antonova 2010; Kotkavaara 1999, 15–17; 
Slesinski 1984, 11–12. Florovsky states that Slavophilism was a failed attempt to synthesize Romanticism and 
churchliness. Story goes that precise reason for Florensky’s death was that he refused to disclose the hiding place 
of a head of highly venerated Russian saint St Sergius. Apparently, Florensky participated on hiding the holy relic 
from Bolsheviks. Florovsky 2009, 46. See Florovsky’s detailed analysis of Slavophilism, Florovsky 2009, 25, 36–
47.  
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is an original theologian whose publications are pierced by theological aestheticism. In 

addition, Florensky was an art historian and especially interested in icons. Florensky 

was ecumenical in the sense that he shared Solovyov's fervour for unity and thirst for 

the intimate friendship of all Christians in the Universal Church. Thus, he belongs to 

another significant current of modern Orthodoxy that participated in the ecumenical 

movement in the early twentieth century alongside Russian émigré theologians. 

Florensky's thoughts represent a curious mixture of Eastern and Western thoughts and 

old and vast attitudes of the Orthodox towards Western cultures and Protestantism. My 

primary sources for Florensky's thoughts are his books The Pillar and Foundation of 

Truth (1914, translated 1997) and Iconostasis (1922, translated in 1996), his essays 

"Reverse Perspective" (1918, translated in 1967), "Church Ritual as a Synthesis of the 

Arts (1922, translation date not known), The Meaning of Idealism (date not known, 

translated in 2020) and At the Crossroads of Science and Mysticism (date not known 

translated in 2014). I utilize Nicoletta Misler's collection of Florensky's essays Beyond 

Vision (2002).46 

 
46 Florensky 2002, 42–49, Purmonen 2020, 20–22; Sládek 2016, 331–334; Antonova 2010.   



32 
 
 

 
Image 1. Florensky and his daughter Maria in 1926. Florensky was married to Anna Mikhailovna. They 

had five children, Vasily, Kirill, Olga, Michael, and Maria. Photographer unknown. Published by 

Monoskop. 
 

1.4.2. Leonid Ouspensky  
 

Leonid Ouspensky (1902–1987) was a Russian émigré and art theologian. Born in 

Russia, he was an atheist, an iconoclast, and a soldier in the Red Army. The White 

Army arrested him during the Civil War. However, Ouspensky was liberated at the last 

moment of execution. Subsequently, Ouspensky did odd jobs and travelled through 

Turkey and Bulgaria to France. In 1929 he enrolled in the Academy of Arts opened in 

Paris. He returned to the Orthodox Church and began to paint icons. Ouspensky was 

acquainted with Vladimir Lossky, participated in the French cultural debate on art and 

contributed to the Russian Sophiology controversy against Sergei Bulgakov. After 

Second World War, he taught icon painting and icon theology at the French Orthodox 
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Institute of St Dionysius for 40 years. For Ouspensky and intellectual émigrés, love of 

icons intertwined with the brotherly love of the Russian spirit. Thus, Ouspensky 

belonged to the icon revivalist movement.47 

    Ouspensky is probably the most influential icon theologian of the twentieth century. 

He wrote two significant works about icons. He published The Meaning of Icons with 

Lossky in 1952. His two-volumed Theology of Icon was released first in French in 1960 

and 1980 and later in English in 1978 and 1992. Ouspensky is not a theologian of 

ecumenical dialogue. He is above all a lay theologian, teacher, and apologist of the 

Eastern Orthodox spirit for the Western public. In other words, Ouspensky and other 

émigré theologians considered that the purpose of participating in the ecumenical 

movement was to testify to the Orthodox faith to Western people. Thus, he seeks the 

meaning of icons dogmatically from the Eastern Orthodox Church's tradition instead 

of aesthetical criteria. Ouspensky is especially interested in the iconoclastic period, the 

Seventh Ecumenical Council, and the history of icons through centuries.48 

 

 
47 Ouspensky 2020; Hanka 2001, 123–124; Kotkavaara 1999, 155–160, 195–197, 202, 306–315. Purmonen writes 
about two movements within modern Russian Orthodox theology. Ouspensky and Meyendorff represent traditional 
Orthodox theology which values patristic and Byzantine sources and resists Western influences. Florensky belongs 
– with Bulgakov – to the Russian school of thought which developed Sophiology, related ambiguously to Western 
philosophies, and attempted to offer more modern Orthodox answers to contemporary theology. Purmonen 2020, 
243–256.  
48 Ouspensky 1978, 7, 12–15; Purmonen 2020, 22.  
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Image 2. Leonid Ouspensky paints an icon. He said that old icons were his best teachers. After the 

Second World War, he applied to have his Soviet citizenship restored and travelled several times to 

Russia with his wife to study old icons. Photographer unknown. Published by Saint Gregory of Sinai 

Monastery.  

 

1.4.3. John Meyendorff 
 
John Meyendorff (1929–1992) was an Orthodox teacher and priest. He was born in 

Paris, where his parents had fled the Bolshevik Revolution. He studied Orthodox 

theology at St Sergius Orthodox Theological Institute and the Sorbonne, University. 

Meyendorff was acquainted with Georges Florovsky49, prominent Orthodox theologian 

 
49 Florovsky was a prominent theologian, priest, and professor of Orthodox Church and church history. His main 
work is two-volume Ways of Russian Theology, where he questioned the Western influences of Scholasticism, 
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Vladimir Lossky, and the neo-patristic school of Orthodox émigré theologians. He also 

familiar with the Nouvelle théologie movement in Roman Catholicism.50 The neo-

patristic school was an Orthodox answer to an idealistic tradition of Solovyov, 

Florensky, and Bulgakov, as well as to Parisian Roman Catholic theology. After ten 

years of teaching church history in St Sergius, Meyendorff became a priest and moved 

to New York. He worked as a patristic and church history professor in St Vladimir's 

Orthodox Theological Seminary. Meyendorff was an ecumenist in the World Council 

of Churches and an active writer and lecturer in the USA and Europe. Thus, he is a 

prominent ecumenical theologian of twentieth century Orthodoxy. Furthermore, he was 

acquainted with Lutheran–Orthodox dialogue, for example, through his book Salvation 

in Christ. A Lutheran Orthodox Dialogue (1992).51  

    Meyendorff specialized in the theology of Byzantium. Above all else, he was 

interested in the life and theology of Gregory Palamas. Palamas was a fourteenth 

century monk of Mount Athos and theologian who became bishop of Thessalonica and 

later a saint in the Orthodox Church. Moreover, Palamas is a crucial figure of 

hesychasm, a mystical tradition of prayer in the Eastern Orthodox Church. Meyendorff 

was a prominent member of the twentieth-century neo-Palamist movement, which 

sought roots and a permanent foundation of theology in patristic writings, Byzantium 

heritage, and the writings of Palamas. Meyendorff's writings enabled Eastern and 

Western theologians to acquaint themselves with the previously more or less unknown 

Palamas. Meyendorff's neo-Palamism is a branch of neo-patristics and Eastern reply to 

neo-Thomism52  and Western theology in general. In my study, I observe how the 

theology of Palamas affects the theology of icons. Hence, I utilize Meyendorff's books 

concerning Palamas. Furthermore, I study his other works like Christ in Eastern 

Christian Thought (1975), on Christological theology from the fifth century via the 

Iconoclastic period to late Byzantium, and an article “The Legacy of Beauty – Liturgy, 

 
Pietism, and idealism on Russian theology and called for its re-evaluation of historical Christianity and patristic 
writings. It appears that Florovsky launched the theory of the Russian Orthodox Church’s captivity and 
“pseudomorphosis” of Western influences. Purmonen 2020, 5–6; Florovsky 2009, 418–436; Kamppuri 1988, 29. 
50 A Roman Catholic reform movement of the mid-twentieth century tried to steer the Church between the liberalism 
of Modernity and the Conservatism of the neo-Thomistic theology of the early twentieth century. The aim was to 
return to biblical, patristic, and medieval sources and sacramental ontology, which connected the natural and the 
supernatural orders and denied division between them. Jenson 2014. 
51 Canadian Orthodox History Project 2021; Louth 2020, 264–270; Kamppuri 1988, 15–16, 29. 
52 Neo-Thomism was a Roman Catholic movement that defended the Christian faith against the Enlightenment, 
particularly in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The movement’s name refers to Thomas Aquinas, whose 
theology it was founded on. Aquinas was a thirteenth-century Italian Dominican, theologian, and a saint of the 
Roman Catholic Church and is the best known scholastic of the Middle Ages. Aquinas construed natural theology 
where Christian revelation is related to human reason and Aristotelian philosophy. 
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Art, and Spirituality in Russia” (1992), where he joins in the icon revivalist 

movement.53 

 

 
Image 3. John Meyendorff on the left, his wife Nancy on the right, and Deacon Paul in the middle outside 

the Three Hierarchs Chapel at St Vladimir Seminary in 1988. The couple had four children. Photographer 

unknown. Published by St Herman's Orthodox Church, Orthodox Church in America, Minneapolis, 

Minnesota.  

 

1.4.4. Robert Jenson 
 

Robert Jenson (1930–2017) was a Lutheran US American theologian and a teacher. He 

studied at Luther College in Iowa, Luther Seminary in Minnesota, and Heidelberg 

University in Germany. He wrote his doctoral thesis on the theology of Karl Barth54. 

 
53 Louth 2020, 264–267; Kamppuri, 1988, 13–17, 30–31. 
54 A prominent Protestant theologian of the twentieth century. Barth is known for his dialectical theology. It denotes 
denial of the natural contact point between God and humankind. Barth’s theology was a reaction against Liberal 
Protestantism and the natural theology of the Roman Catholic Church. McGrath 2000, 49–54. Liberal theology is 
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Jenson taught theology at the University of Oxford in England, Luther College, 

Lutheran seminary in Gettysburg, St Olaf College in Minnesota, and worked as a senior 

scholar for research at the Center for Theological Inquiry in New Jersey. Jenson's 

discipline field was immense. He wrote books and articles in every area of theology. 

Central themes of his thoughts were biblical theology, Christology, the theology of 

Jonathan Edwards,55 and postmodern culture. Jenson's theological foundation was 

Lutheran. Nevertheless, he was also an ecumenical theologian who discussed with 

other Christian churches and took inspiration from them. Jenson's primary subject was 

Trinitarian theology. Thus, he was a part of the Trinitarian renaissance of the twentieth 

century56. This emphasis denotes withdrawal from earlier Lutheran theology's sour and 

neo-Kantian attitude towards dogmatics and metaphysics. Moreover, it connects 

Jenson to the Eastern Orthodox Church. He studied patristic theology and proposed to 

correct Trinitarian theology's past errors and unite different denominations.57 

    Jenson was one of the premier Lutheran theologians of the twentieth century. His 

Trinitarian theology offers original, Lutheran, and ecumenical answers to patristic 

theology and the Byzantine theology of the icon. Jenson also encounters the modern 

world through modern art. My primary sources for Jenson's image theology are his 

article "Word and Image" (1963 republished in Theology of Revisionary Metaphysics 

in 2014), article "Christ as Culture 2: Christ as Art" (2004), and the chapter "Word and 

Icon" in his Systematic Theology vol. 2 (1999). For Jenson's ecumenical works, I 

foreground Unbaptized God (1992), where he adapts his central theme of God who 

identifies in time and Union with Christ. The New Finnish Interpretation of Luther 

(1998), where he withdraws from the long German and neo-Kantian interpretation of 

Luther. Furthermore, I observe Jenson's other works, most notably his thoughts on 

Christian art, liturgy, and the Eastern Orthodox Church.58 

 

 
based on the Enlightenment. Thus, it highlights taking reason or experience as a criterion for uncertain and 
ambiguous beliefs. Liberal Protestantism emphasizes optimistic views on humanity, ethical Christianity, and 
modernizing religious language but it disregards conservatism, dogmatics, and metaphysical speculations. McGrath 
2000, 391–398. Jenson follows Barth’s Trinitarian programme and method of theological autonomy to counter 
Liberal Protestantism and Kant’s universal reason. The latter positions associate Jenson also with Postliberal 
narrative theology. He differs from Barth in doctrines of God, Christ, and time. Tavast 2006, 37–41.   
55 A Calvinist theologian of the eighteenth century known as a father of American theology. Edwards was a defender 
of the awakenings movement and a metaphysician who opposed the Enlightenment. McGrath 2000, 93–97.  
56 Pioneers of this renaissance are Barth and the Roman Catholic Karl Rahner. Jenson belonged to the next 
generation with Lutheran Wolfhart Pannenberg and Eberhard Jüngel and the Reformed Jürgen Moltmann. Tavast 
2006, 15.    
57 Braaten 2018, 255–258; Tavast 2006, 13–17, 24.    
58 Jenson & Braaten 1998, viii–ix 
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Image 4. Jenson was a popular teacher and civil rights activist. He was married to Blanche Rockne. 

Jenson called her "the mother of all my theology". Photograph by Jon Roxborgh. Published by NEWS 

AND REPORTING.  

 

1.4.5. Hans-Eckehard Bahr 
 

Hans-Eckehard Bahr (1928–2019) was a German Lutheran theologian and a professor 

of practical theology at the Ruhr University Bochum. Bahr was a director of the 

Institute of Church Architecture and Church A of the Evangelical Church in Germany, 

in Marburg. He was also Professor for Christianity and Culture at the University of 

Chicago. Besides art, Bahr studied and taught political theology. He was an advisor to 

Martin Luther King. Furthermore, he was familiar with the thoughts of Karl Barth, 
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Søren Kierkegaard59, Erich Fromm60, and Paul Tillich.61 In this study, I utilize Bahr's 

doctorate book Poiesis. Theologische Untersuchung der Kunst, meaning "Theological 

Investigation on Art" (1961). Book has not been translated into English. I utilize the 

Finnish translation (1970). Bahr's work is a remarkable and comprehensive thesis on 

the relation between Christian theology and modern art. In his book, Bahr also 

discusses the theology and art of the Roman Catholic Church, Eastern Orthodox 

Church, and Reformed Church.62  

    Bahr decodes his theological context and background only indirectly. Furthermore, 

he has remained a somewhat marginalized and non-studied thinker. Bahr approached 

Barth by opposing the natural theology of Liberal Protestantism. However, he tried to 

preserve interaction with the world and culture. Therefore, his position is closer to 

Tillich's dialectical theology and existentialism. Existential subjectivism originates 

greatly from Kant's Copernican Turn from objective to subjective metaphysics. 

Therefore, Bahr is partly rooted in Albrecht Ritschl's63 ethical-personal theology based 

on Kant's transcendental philosophy and opposition of the personal and nature. Bahr's 

self-understanding is strongly Lutheran. I characterize Bahr's style as Protestant instead 

of ecumenical.64    

 
59 Danish Christian theologian and existential philosopher of the nineteenth century. Kierkegaard’s Christian and 
subjectivist existentialism was a critical response to Hegel’s philosophy, rational Enlightenment, and the Lutheran 
Church of Denmark. Kierkegaard is known for his existential stages of life - aesthetical, ethical, and religious. 
McGrath 2000, 337–338.    
60 German social psychologist and political philosopher active in international peace movement after the Second 
World War.  
61 Tillich was a prominent German Lutheran theologian of the twentieth century. His theology was existential: 
religion denotes experience and encountering “ultimate concern”. Tillich elaborated a method of correlation, a 
dialectical theology where the task of Christian proclamation and theology was to answer to the question of each 
time and culture. He applied these thoughts to modern art. Tillich is a notable Lutheran theologian in the field of 
aesthetics. Nevertheless, I regarded Bahr as more suitable for my work. McGrath 2000, 801–806.      
62 Winkler 2019.  
63 Ritschl was a prominent German Protestant theologian who emphasized the ethical community of the Church 
while rejecting mystical and rationalistic speculations of the Church Fathers and scholastics. McGrath 2000, 701.   
64 McGrath 2000, 108–115; Martikainen 1999, 58–61, 70.   
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Image 5. 16-year-old Hans-Eckehard Bahr served in air defense in the Second World War and later in 

Foreign Legion. Bahr’s faith staggered as he faced the siege of Danzig launched by the Red Army against 

Nazi Germany in March 1945. With the help of his wife and loving neighbor, Bahr could later rely on 

the words of Psalm 91: “He is my refuge and my fortress, my God, in whom I trust”. Photographed and 

published by the Robert Geisendörfer Preis.65  

 

1.4.6. Martin Lönnebo  
 

Martin Lönnebo (1930–) is a Swedish Lutheran teacher, priest, and an emeritus bishop 

of Linköping. Lönnebo has been a popular lecturer, writer, and retreat mentor. As a 

youngster, he was acquainted with a German theologian Albert Schweitzer. From him, 

Lönnebo learned reverence for creation, global ethics, and a mystical approach to 

theology. Lönnebo’s other influencers are Nicholas of Cusa,66 Immanuel Kant, Carl 

Rosenius,67 and Christos Yannaras.68 Lönnebo is an ecumenical theologian who 

acquires his theology from Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic piety. Lönnebo 

 
65 Bahr 2004, 103–107.  
66 A German Roman Catholic philosopher, mystic, and cardinal from the fifteenth century.  
67 A Swedish preacher, author, and leader of religious revival in the nineteenth century.  
68 A Greek philosopher, professor, and theologian of Eastern Orthodox Church in the twentieth century. Yannaras 
operated on the border of Eastern and Western tradition, religion, and philosophy by expressing Orthodoxy in the 
language of modern philosophy.  
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identifies himself as a human part of creation, a Christian as part of the undivided 

Church, and a Lutheran. Furthermore, Lönnebo is a practical theologian; for in his main 

work Religionens fem språk meaning "Five languages of religion" (1975). Lönnebo 

places mysticism as the foreground of religion. Thus, he is perhaps outside the division 

between Liberal Protestantism and Barth’s dialectic theology since both rejected 

mysticism. Moreover, mysticism explains the main concepts of Lönnebo's theology, 

like "God", "Presence", "heart" and "silence". Lönnebo is famous for his Lutheran-

ecumenist prayer beads "Wreath of Christ", which are used as a practical aid to 

devotion and prayer life. The beads are Lönnebo's method to teach Christian life to 

secular Western people.69   

 

     
Image 6. Lönnebo's prayer beads. The beads have the following names in English (and Greek): 1. God 

(pistis), 2. Silence 3. I (eikon), 4. Baptism (metanoia), 5. Desert (ascesis), 6. Carefreeness (apatheia), 7. 

love (agape), 8. Creation and secrets, 9. Night (kenosis), 10. Resurrection (theoria, theosis). The prayer 

beads begin and end with God. They symbolize the course of life and represent catechism. Photographer 

unknown. Published by Svenska kyrkan.70 

 

 
69 Lönnebo 2017, 38, 45; Reberg 2002, 63–64, 66–67, 129, 131. Detailed information on Lönnebo, see Lerner 2007. 
70 Svenska kyrkan 2020; Lönnebo 2015, 41–47. 
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Lönnebo was acquainted with icons through Robert de Caluwé. Caluwé was a Catholic 

priest, an icon painter, ecumenist, and an icon revivalist who worked in Finland and 

Sweden. As an exception in the history of Lutheran theology, Lönnebo has published 

four books on icons: Segertecknet meaning "Sign of Victory" (1984), Ikonens 

spiritualitet meaning "Spirituality of icon" (1997), Människan som IKON meaning 

"Man as an ICON" (2006) and En liten vägledning till Ikonen meaning "Introduction 

to the Icon" (2009). Lönnebo is also an icon painter. His Lutheran adoption of 

traditional Eastern Orthodox icons and icon theology is an exceptional and fruitful 

study subject.    

 

 
Image 7. Martin Lönnebo in his garden under an apple tree. As an older man, Lönnebo is a gentle and 

even humorous writer. His books and teachings have been born in a garden rather than in the pulpit or 

auditorium. Lönnebo is married and has three children. He has said that his mentally disabled child has 

been his best theology teacher. Photo by Kerstin Engstrand. Published by Rabarber trädgård.71 

 
71 Reberg 2002, 66–67.  
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2. From Plato's Cave to the Splendors of 
Beauty: Ontology and Image 

2.1. God and the Image 

2.1.1. A Blinding Darkness – God Beyond Image 
"The people remained at a distance, while Moses approached the thick darkness where God was."72  

 

A primary feature of a Christian image theology is as relevant as it is evident: God and 

the spiritual reality is invisible and therefore impossible to depict. All Christians share 

the biblical witness of God, who is hidden,73 formless,74 and living in unapproachable 

light.75 Nevertheless, a tradition of apophatic theology was developed in the patristic 

period. Apophatic theology considers God totally unknown to humanity. Therefore, 

words can only indicate what God is not. Thus, this tradition witnesses God as 

impassible, indefinite, inaccessible, and transcendent. Apophatic theology draws on 

Platonism.76  

    Moreover, apophatic theology is associated with mysticism. Hence, Church Fathers 

elaborated a mystical interpretation of the Christian message. For example, a prominent 

Church Father Gregory of Nyssa wrote a Life of Moses. There he treated Moses, God, 

and the Sinai narrative as a model of mystical encountering of God in the darkness. The 

Eastern Orthodox Church and Roman Catholic Church have endorsed mystical 

experiences throughout the centuries. Protestant and Lutheran theologians have 

expressed affirmation, rejection, or aversion towards these. Nonetheless, mysticism is 

a pervasive phenomenon not readily determinable. Mysticism and apophatic theology 

set a different place, meaning, and environment to images. This chapter studies the 

limits of the Christian image and apophatic theology expressed in my sources. I return 

to this and the question of senses in chapter 3.1.2.77  

    The unknown God is especially vital to Meyendorff. He merges the tradition of 

 
72 Exodus 20:21. I utilize the New International Version (NIV) of the Bible.   
73 Isaiah 45:15. 
74 Deuteronomy 4:12. 
75 1. Timothy 6:16.  
76 McGinn 2011, 302, 327–330. There are strong apophatic implications in other religions, such as Hinduism and 
Buddhism.  
77 McGinn 2011, 302, 327–330; Malherbe & Ferguson, 1978, xiii, 5, 11, 14–15, 91–97.   
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apophatic theology via the Cappadocian Fathers,78 Dionysius the Areopagite,79 and 

Palamas. Meyendorff presents Palamism as a continuum of patristic apophatic theology 

and calls him a master of Orthodox mysticism. For Meyendorff, the treatise of Nyssa's 

exegesis on Mount Sinai is Neo-Platonic but by content Christian. Furthermore, for 

Palamas, God's unknown nature, essence or superessence (Greek οὐσία) was a solid 

basis to defend orthodox comprehension of God from accusations of his adversary 

Barlaam of Calabria. Barlaam criticized the hesychast belief that humans can 

participate with God in soul and body. For Palamas and Meyendorff, apophatic 

theology, which also Barlaam supported, is a counterpart and opposite to the revealed 

God. God's unknowability and unattainability safeguard theological comprehension 

from identification, limiting, or possessing God. I return to Palamism's impact on image 

theology in chapter 2.1.3 and the controversy between Palamas and Barlaam in chapter 

3.1.3. Meyendorff adopts consequences of apophatic theology to image theology from 

Lossky, to stress that artistic means of expression are always failures to define God 

beyond definitions. I deduce that a relatively modest place of icons in Meyendorff's 

theology is due to the accent on the unknown God.80 

    Ouspensky's interest lies more in positive image theology. Nevertheless, he 

acknowledges apophatic theology. He writes that words and images always remain 

imperfect. The subjects of the holy images are beyond comprehension and above the 

created world. Hence, also Ouspensky claims that theology and iconography are 

failures. This may sound strange. The Eastern Orthodox Church is known for its 

affirmative and rich imagery. However, Ouspensky's words are apprehensible in the 

light of apophatic theology. Ouspensky affirms a paradox that the task of iconography 

and theology is to express that which cannot be expressed. Their failure proves their 

value because they reach the limit of human possibilities. Ouspensky avoids the term 

mysticism. Apparently, this is because Western theology criticizes the theology of the 

Eastern Orthodox Church and the subjectivity attached to mysticism. Nonetheless, For 

 
78 The Cappadocian Fathers are Gregory of Nyssa, Basil the Great, and Gregory of Nazianzus.  
79 Dionysius refers to an unknown Syrian and perhaps-Monophysite author fifth-sixth century Athens. Dionysius is 
also referred to as “Pseudo-Dionysius” because it was long regarded that he was a contemporary of Paul. Thus, for 
Protestants, his authorship was questionable. Dionysius is known for his theory of divine hierarchies and apophatic 
theology. Annala 1993, 168–172, 176. 
80 Meyendorff 1987a, 9-13; Meyendorff 1975, 92–95, 144; Meyendorff 1974, 1, 29–39, 84–90, 118–122; 
Meyendorff 1964, 202–212; Lossky 1985, 13–22. Meyendorff explains two currents of apophatic theology: Neo-
Platonic, which holds that God is unknowable because of the limitations of the created mind, and Orthodox, which 
states that God is unknowable because that is the property of God. Meyendorff 1964, 203; Kamppuri 1988, 40-43. 
According to Tollefsen, Neo-Platonism also regarded unknowability as a property of God. Tollefsen 2012, 208–
209.    
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Ouspensky, images are part of the symbolic character of the Church. A symbol is an 

indirect expression. Direct expressions are impossible because of the invisible and 

apophatic character of God. Thus, it appears that a dualist character of images echoes 

the dual character of God as darkness and light. Apophatic theology sets a humble place 

for icons.81  

    Florensky endorses the distinction between the known and unknown God established 

by Palamas and the hesychast tradition. However, he sees two sides. The inner side of 

essence is unknowable, unreachable, and directed toward itself. The outer side of the 

essence, energy, is directed towards other essences. Thus, Florensky emphasizes the 

unity of God rather than the distinction between the known and unknown God. 

Florensky is an idealist: God is a Platonic Idea of ideas and the Essence of essences. 

He sharply separates the eternal and temporal and the invisible and sensible. In 

addition, he introduces the Platonic pair "idea–form," the Kantian distinction 

"noumena–phenomena," iconographic "prototype–image," Aristotelian "genus–

specie" anthropological "soul–body" and "countenance–appearance". This invisible 

world of ideas shines through everywhere. However, it is itself invisible and beyond 

the senses.82    

    Florensky's theology is more affirmative on experiencing God and embracing all-

encompassing ideas than Meyendorff’s and Ouspensky's. His worldview is symbolic 

but without Ouspensky's modesty. Hence, Florensky's words on the capacity of icons 

are more enthusiastic and daring. Florensky rarely utilizes mysticism as a word, 

probably because he saw the entire Orthodox life as mystical. 

    For Lönnebo, apophatic theology is a central and repetitive subject as part of his 

practical theology and comprehension of a long mystical tradition of Christianity. The 

prayer of the bead of God, "you are infinite, you are near", as well as the beads of night 

and silence witness to God's incomprehensibility and wordlessness. Lönnebo explains 

that Mount Sinai, where Moses faced God, is an essential symbol for Orthodox 

mysticism on a journey leading to God's total darkness and unknowability. Still, in this 

darkness shines God's light. It illuminates the face of a believer like God illuminated 

Moses' face. For Lönnebo, God is a Secret. Moreover, everything that exists has a 

 
81 Ouspensky 1978, 33–34, 37–38; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 48–49.  
82 Florensky 2020, 71-75, 81–82; Florensky 2014, 74, 126–127, 135; Florensky 1997, 60; Slesinski 1984, 73–74, 
98–99, 134–138, 145. According to Tollefsen, Florensky’s expression of God’s essence and energy correspond with 
Plotinus, Church Fathers, and Palamas. Therefore, it is more accurate than Meyendorff’s clear distinction between 
essence and energy. Tollefsen 2012, 194, 198.   



46 
 
 

mysterious character. This echoes Florensky but without idealistic concepts. 

Illuminated faces of icons are instead a witness and revelation of a secret than transitory 

images before mystical darkness. Nevertheless, Lönnebo supports the same modesty 

of material, made images as Ouspensky. His emphasis on God's unknowability defends 

the use of icons against a potential Lutheran accusation of idolatry.83 

    Bahr knows and mentions God's transcendence and indescribability. However, he 

does not concern himself with the Christian mystical tradition or apophatic theology. 

For him, God's otherworldliness signifies God’s sovereignty against ontology, which 

objectifies God. Hence, Bahr thought resembles Meyendorff's thoughts. However, 

Bahr's rejection of ontology derives from Kantian presuppositions. Therefore, his 

opinion on the incomprehensibility of God deviates from other interpretations of this 

study. Bahr's opinion derives from existentialism and Tillich. Tillich adopted 

Schelling's thought of God above God, God as Being and the ground of all being. For 

Tillich, the real God is beyond essence and existence. The God of philosophers and 

Scholastics is only a superior being among beings, a root of atheism, and a dead god in 

a sermon of Nietzsche's madman. Curiously, Bahr connects his thought to the art world. 

He concludes that secularization and apostasy of transcendental subjects in art do not 

imply that God is dead or the decay of art. Instead, the situation proves God is correctly 

comprehended as above the world and not bound into it.84  

    Does a sovereign God denote acceptance towards secular or abstract art? For 

example, Lutheran art theologian Horst Schwebel defended the autonomy of art and 

argued that this autonomy corresponds with a non-verbal perception of artworks. Thus, 

church art should not illustrate words but manifest transcendent reality beyond words. 

Moreover, many abstract artists, like mystical Suprematist Kazimir Malevich, draw 

from the tradition of Eastern apophatic theology. Nevertheless, Bahr defines more strict 

boundaries to images than Schwebel. His deliberate comprehension and acceptance of 

autonomous art and abstract art appear to derive from a distance between the world and 

God. Other theologians do not draw the same conclusion as Bahr. Generally, they do 

not establish a connection between indescribable reality and abstract transcendental art. 

I return to the question of abstract art in chapter 3.2.2.85 

 
83 Lönnebo 2015, 47–48; Lönnebo 2009b, 13, 16, 26, 46; Lönnebo 2006, 12–13; Lönnebo 1997, 10; Lönnebo 1975, 
131–132. 
84 Bahr 1970, 28–31; Feser 2011; McGrath 2000, 802. 
85 Bahr 1970, 15–20, 28–31; Schwebel 2008a, 175–188; Bocola 1999, 308–311.     
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    Jenson's emphasis is on the Trinitarian God who identifies in time. Therefore, he 

withdraws from the traditional apophatic theology of the Church Fathers. Jenson 

distinguishes the temporal, historical, and Christian God from the impassible 

ahistorical God of Hellenism. For Jenson, biblical God is participable and eternal 

through faithfulness through time, while the Hellenistic god was above relation and 

time. Jenson explains that for pagan Greeks, time denoted desperate perishableness. 

Therefore, religion was a search for ontological mediators between time and eternity. 

Moreover, Christian theologians comprehended Christianity in Greek frame, 

explaining Jesus as a mediator between humankind and impassible God. Jenson's God 

is the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, who identifies by the divine actions in 

history.86  

    Jenson does not deny God's hiddenness or invisibility. However, he claims that a 

God above biblical narrative and life of the Church is a static and Hellenistic vision of 

God. This god was confused in Christianity by Dionysius, Maximus the Confessor,87 

and Palamas. Jenson criticizes Palamistic apophatic theology. According to Jenson, 

Palamas understood God's essence as totally non-participable beyond time, even 

biblical salvation history. Therefore, he suggests that Palamas' doctrine of God is 

Modalistic. This heresy denies the Trinity by asserting that Trinitarian persons are only 

forms or modes revealed by one God. Jenson's criticism appears severe and strange. 

While agreeing with Barlaam on God's anonymity, Palamas tirelessly defended the 

possibility to participate in the life of the Trinitarian God. Nonetheless, for Jenson, 

God's hiddenness denotes madness of the revelation: God hides when God is 

encounterable, knowable, and present. Thus, God does not hide because of human 

weakness or because God is ontologically unique. Jenson invokes Luther's theology of 

the cross: God is hidden as a suffering servant. I deduce that this is precisely a Lutheran 

Christological accent.88  

 
86 Jenson 2014, 72–76; Jenson 1999, 47; Jenson 1997, 152–153, 209; Jenson 1992, 142–143. 
87 A prominent seventh century Byzantine Church Father, a theologian, and a monk. Maximus is known for his 
cosmological Christology and participation in orthodox schism against Monothelitism. Roberts 2011, 305–306.  
88 Jenson 2014, 72–76; Jenson 1999, 47; Jenson 1997, 152–153, 209; Jenson 1992, 142–143. Jenson 1984, 115–116, 
137. Studies of Jenson’s Trinitarian theology see Schlitt 2016, Tavast 2006, and Gunton 2000. Similarly, Jenson 
criticizes Augustine’s Neo-Platonist doctrine of God. According to Jenson, Augustine disdained the concept of time 
when he taught that God is an eternity that is always the present. Thus, Augustine erred like Palamas by supposing 
that God is totally impassible Being above all changes and becoming. Jenson 1997, 110–114. However, Jenson 
came to an agreement with Palamas. For Palamas, those who know God attain a gift, a union with God, which is 
beyond the cognitive capacity and thus beyond apophatic theology. Jenson 1997, 227. Tollefsen informs us that 
Palamas once utilized the term “inferior divinity” to indicate participation with the real God yet distinct from the 
essence of God. Meyendorff denies the inferiority claim attributed to Palamas. Lossky verifies and approves Palamas 
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    The Lutheran theologians of this study express a multifaceted response to mysticism. 

Lönnebo writes clearly, broadly, and affirmatively on the mysticism of Schweitzer, 

Dag Hammarskjöld89and mystical traditions of Lutherans, Roman Catholics, Orthodox, 

and even Buddhists. Liberal Protestantism nineteenth and twentieth century favoured 

ethical Christianity and disvalued mysticism through the writings of Albrecht Ritschl 

and Adolf von Harnack.90 Moreover, the conservative Protestant neo-Orthodoxy of 

Karl Barth rejected mysticism as a false natural theology between God and humans.91 

Bahr's position is more on the side of Barth. Thus, he closes the gates of mysticism. It 

appears that Lönnebo and perhaps mystical theology in general stands in the middle in 

the liberal–conservative -line.92 Moreover, Schweitzer's universal and ethical 

mysticism is a theological model that explains Lönnebo's theology of icons.93  

    At first, Jenson's theology appears like Ritschl and Harnack's. Nonetheless, he firmly 

diverges from them by valuing the Bible as the word of God, patristic Trinitarian 

theology, and Christian dogma. Jenson is not anti-mysticism, but his vision of a 

temporal God questions the mysticism of the Eastern Orthodox Church. He reverses 

the exegesis of Nyssa as mystical Platonism. For Jenson, Sinai is a place for 

encountering God, receiving the law, and prefiguring the sacraments because elders ate 

and drank with God. Moreover, Jenson eliminates the demand for ontological 

intermediaries, like images, by eliminating the gap between time and infinity. The 

difference and question relate to directions. Apparently, also Luther comprehended the 

difference between the theology of the cross and the theology of glory as having 

different directions: Ascetics climb to encounter God in the darkness of Sinai. By the 

 
terminology as a manifestation that becomes later than its source. Meyendorff 1964, 213–214; Lossky 2019, 107–
108; Tollefsen 2012, 194; Lossky 1985, 55. 
89 A Swedish diplomat and Secretary-General of the United Nations. Hammarskjöld’s only book, mystical poetry 
Vägmärken (“Waymarks”), became popular after the author’s death in 1961.  
90 Harnack was an heir of Ritschl who claimed that the original Christian message of the Kingdom of God should 
be found because it had been buried under Hellenistic metaphysics developed by Paul, the Church Fathers, and the 
Roman Catholic Church. McGrath 2000, 217.  
91 Neo-Orthodoxy is also known as crisis theology as it was a response to the First World War and liberal theology 
that neo-Orthodox sees as overly optimistic. The movement was not wholly congruent or anti-mystical. For example, 
Tillich valued mysticism, although he was part of neo-Orthodoxy. His existential theology and correlation method 
highlight the contact and dialogue with the world and God, unlike Barth’s dialectic theology. 
92 The distinction of liberals and conservatives, often utilized in Western societies and Protestant theology is 
commonly inconsistent and narrowed to single questions. Moreover, the terms simplify the complexity of religious-
political phenomena. Nevertheless, liberals emphasize universal truth and modern knowledge as a principle and 
summons to reform the Church and Christian theology. Conservatism stress constancy and resistance to change 
against the spirit of the time. McGrath 2000, 391–392. Conservative Lutherans may avert traditional Orthodox icons 
because of foreign, non-Lutheran theology and liberal Lutherans may do the same because of their traditional 
imagery.      
93 Bahr 1970, 233. see chapter “Erfarenhetens språk” in Lönnebo’s Religionens fem språk (1975); McGrath 2000, 
217, 626–630, 701. 
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grace of God, God steps down among God’s children.94    

    Apophatic theology moves from images to the absence of images. In Neo-Platonism, 

the final destination is the One, beyond all words and images. Perhaps Christian 

apophatic theology does not necessarily denote contradiction or restlessness. 

Regardless, it places limit on the image in a theological entirety and practical 

Christianity. Bastubacka notices that prayer before an icon is apophatic. The icon is not 

object of aesthetics or spirituality at all. The direction is invisibility beyond made 

images and imagination. However, this hesychasm holds on Jesus’ name in the Jesus 

prayer.95   

    The Lutheran–Orthodox Joint Commission accepted apophatic theology, stating in 

1987: “The revelation of God, even as contained in the scripture, transcends all verbal 

expressions.”. Thus, both Lutherans and Orthodox can accept this premise of image 

theology. Furthermore, apophatic theology denotes God’s incomprehensibility; a 

condition also approved by iconoclasts, other religions, and agnostics. Nevertheless, 

apophatic theology is more pivotal in Orthodoxy and Palamism. New Lutheran 

research and ecumenical works judge Bahr’s anti-ontology as outdated. Jenson’s theory 

of a “basic flaw of ecumenical theology” is undoubtedly impossible to Orthodox and 

thus puzzling in an ecumenical context. Strangely, God beyond attributes, relations, 

words, and feelings may be either essential or unnecessary in theology. Similarly, 

apophatic theology may be seen as either God’s proclaimed foolishness or incapable 

wisdom of the world.  However, criticism focuses on the Unknown God that does not 

 
94 Jenson 2019, 178–182; Mannermaa 1992, 66; Mannermaa 1983, 11. Jenson’s concept of temporal God appears 
compatible with the biblical narrative and patristic theology. An Orthodox theologian David Bentley Hart values 
Jenson but writes that it appears logically impossible to attribute actual temporality to God’s eternity. According to 
Hart, God’s eternal characteristics and Jesus as a fleshless Word of God are essential in the Christian revelation. He 
asserts that Jenson’s interpretations of the Church Fathers are controversial. Hart and Florovsky remind us that 
Christianity was Hellenistic already in times of the New Testament. Furthermore, Florovsky criticizes Ritschl’s 
project of de-Hellenization of Christianity, which ended in humanist morality and rejection of Christianity. He states 
that rejection of patristic-Hellenistic Christianity leads to Pagan Hellenism. Florovsky 2009, 422–426; Hart 2005. 
However, Jenson’s theology differs from Ritschl. Jenson notes that Harnack taught theologians to suppose that what 
the Fathers were doing was the Hellenizing of the gospel, whereas what they were working on was the gospelizing 
of Hellenism. Jenson 2014, 95. Mattes argues that the Trinity does not denote decoding God’s deity, but concrete 
assurance that God is committed to the biblical promises. Mattes 2004, 123–124. Lossky places apophatic theology 
as a prefix of Orthodox theology. For him, unknown God is more significant than known God. Furthermore, Sinai 
is an example of the mystical encountering of ascetics and God. For Lutherans, Sinai is rather an example of the 
reality of the cross, because Moses saw God’s back, but not God’s glory (Exodus 33:12–23). Moreover, Lossky 
emphasizes Paul’s mystical experience (2 Cor. 12:1–10) while Lutherans remember the apostle’s thorn in the flesh. 
For Lossky, apophatic theology denotes Christian madness. For Lutherans, the cross is God’s foolishness. Lossky 
highlights that Christian apophatic theology surpasses human philosophy and reason. However, pagan philosophers 
knew the same epistemological scorched-earth policy. For example, Socrates said: “I know that I know nothing”. 
The Trinity and biblical names for God such as “Father” unite Orthodox and Lutherans. For Lossky, this affirmative 
language is oriented towards apophatic theology. Lossky 2019, 36–37, 41, 49–50, 55, 66, 85, 188–190.      
95 Bastubacka 2018, 93. 
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build on and can even question the whole image theology. The direction of theology 

and Christian life is ecumenically salient and revealing. Naturally, both churches verify 

the bidirectional movement of descending and ascending.96   

    Apophatic theology concentrates heavily on the theology of Dionysius. He is a 

prominent mystic and a saint in the East and West. Furthermore, he heavily influenced 

Christian comprehension of images. Dionysius distinguished between the ideal world 

of pure intelligence and celestial hierarchies and lower incarnated intelligence and 

ecclesiastic hierarchies. The latter is an image from the former, in which it imitates and 

participates. This denotes a double descending and ascending movement: Affirmations 

signify grace’s divine descent. Negations imply human ascetic ascent of Jacob’s 

ladders. For Dionysius a symbol is the ladder and a connection between similar and 

dissimilar moving through a hierarchy. Thus, hierarchies are a cosmological reality 

characteristic of harmony, holisticness, graduality, and mediation. Dionysius’ 

apophatic theology directs towards a negation of visible forms. Nevertheless, the 

symbol has a positive aspect. Later this became crucial to a theology of icons. 

According to Ivanovic, John of Damascus97 explained that the image is an instrument 

of anagoge, a step in ascent a higher realm. Thus, he replaced Dionysius' symbol with 

a Christian icon.98  

    Surprisingly, both iconoclasts and iconodules and both Barlaam and Palamas utilized 

thoughts from Dionysius. Nevertheless, Dionysius has been absent or notorious on 

Protestant soil. Luther shifted his affirmative and negative theology from intellectual 

 
96 Saarinen 2017.  
97 John of Damascus is probably the most influential icon-theology of the church history. The Seventh Ecumenical 
Council restored his glory and utilized his writings as a part of the Church's teachings. John of Damascus' three 
speeches on icons are a miscellaneous and talented apology for using the images in the Christian life. He defends 
the practice of bowing material icons. The incarnation of Christ made it possible to "bow the purple of the body". 
Moreover, he reminds us of the material dimension of Christianity in the bread of the Eucharist, the water of baptism, 
and the ink of the Scriptures. Furthermore, an act of bowing is not idolatry because it has many meanings. For 
example, people in the Scriptures bow before other people. For John of Damascus, Christianity and the world have 
twofold characters. Humans, sacraments, and icons have material and spiritual dimensions. Bodily vision leads to 
spiritual vision. He refers to certain miracles from the Scriptures caused by material objects such as Elisha's bones 
or the linens of the apostles. These prove that God works through material objects. He condemns those who do not 
venerate icons as devil's advocates. John of Damascus' comprehension of the likeness of image and what is 
represented derives from Dionysius Areopagite and Athanasius of Alexandria, who used a similar argument to 
defend Christ's divinity against the Arian heresy. Seppälä 1986a, 11–20, 30, 47, 53, 72–73, 82, 86, 98–99, 130–1. 
Kerko studies that Luther's theology of images converges with that of John of Damascus. For Luther, image as a 
sign was an external and subordinate shape, dependent on the internal word of God and the faith of the heart. 
Nevertheless, Luther considered image as a form of an event of revelation where God is present. Thus, images 
enable the encountering of God as a part of the visible Church and physical reality. The Word and an image operate 
together, as the Word is the image's sign, and the image is the Word's sign. Thus, Luther is more Word-orientated 
than John of Damascus. Kerko 1995, 47, 68, 70, 104. 
98 Ivanovic 2010, 29–37, 88; Seppälä 2010, 197–199, 210–218, 226–228; Luibéid & Rorem 1987, 139–141, 145–
155, 196–200. 
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dialectics of being and non-being to a horrible, majestic God and revealed God of the 

gospel. Darkness remained but focused on Christology rather than ascetic ladders. 

Hence, his theology is an ecumenical challenge to Lutheran–Orthodox concord on the 

theology of images. Apparently, Orthodox theologians esteem Dionysius due to the 

ontological weight of his symbol: Dionysius’ comprehension of incarnation and 

sacraments as symbols are orthodox if the symbol is ontologically strong and therefore 

does not only show but also is what it shows.99 

    I deduce that Lossky’s, Meyendorff’s, and Ouspensky’s notion of image as both 

possible and failure arise from Dionysius. Despite shared Platonism, Florensky is 

surprisingly silent on Dionysius. Moreover, I perceive that both weak and strong image 

theology and the relationship between Christianity and neo-Platonism condenses on the 

ontological weight of Dionysius’ symbol. An apex of Jenson’s and Bahr’s critique is 

precisely on this step. I return to the issue in Chapter 2.1.4 and 2.3.1. 

    I proceed from spiritual invisibility to visible and describable reality. Hence, I 

continue by reminding the reader that it is not only impossible to depict God. It is also 

forbidden.  

 

2.1.2.  Iconoclasm – Equilibrium Between Acceptance and Rejection 
of Image  

” You shall not make for yourself an image in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth 

beneath or in the waters below. You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I, the Lord your 

God, am a jealous God.”100  

 

This subchapter deals with theologians’ positions towards The Second Commandment, 

iconoclasm, and iconoclastic crises in the eighth and ninth centuries. As noted, all 

Christians share the biblical commandments, but their interpretations vary. I 

demonstrate that these conflicts and their outcomes have a pivotal character for 

Christian image theology even in the twentieth century. My key term “idol” does not 

 
99 Alfsvåg 2011; Perl 1994. Meyendorff verifies that the division between a sensible and intelligent world is Platonic 
and that Palamas utilize it but knowledge of God is not a matter of intellect but grace and obedience. Meyendorff 
1983a, 119–123. According to Seppälä, Dionysus’ theology of silence and mystery was an answer to the schisms of 
his time, but the Western and Augustinian symbol differs from Dionysius’ symbol: For Augustine, the symbol did 
not have the same neo-Platonic, and ontological power. Seppälä 2010, 198, 219. Karimies criticizes Alfsvåg and 
general thought that Luther departed from Dionysius and apophatic tradition. Rather, Luther offered a re-
interpretation of traditional mystical theology that highlighted faith and God’s descending grace. Karimies’ 
combination of God’s hiddenness and madness appears to have an effect to a theology of image since “God has 
hidden his true wisdom and knowledge by detaching the sign from the signified”. Karimies 2020, 62–78.  
100 Exodus 20:4-5a. 
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necessarily entail a visual image. Nevertheless, here I concentrate on images.     

    The theologians that I study share five significant beliefs: Firstly, they accept the 

Second Commandment and consider its validity today. Hence, they reject idols and 

idolatry. Secondly, they understand that the Decalogue opposes producing images of 

pagan gods, not other images. For example, Jenson and Ouspensky remind us that Israel 

did construct images, such as golden cherubim. Furthermore, Jenson writes that the 

God of Israel could be encountered by invoking his name, not through his image. 

Thirdly, they reject iconoclasm. Thus, these theologians sail between Scylla and 

Charybdis between rejecting visible gods and all sacred images. Nevertheless, 

Florensky, Lönnebo, and Ouspensky sympathize with iconoclasts who did not reject 

all art. Fourthly, they regard a heavy emphasis on the philosophical unknown God and 

devaluation of material and bodily reality as behind iconoclasm. Florensky highlights 

that the Council utilized Platonic terminology. In contrast, for Meyendorff and 

Ouspensky, connecting iconoclasm and Hellenistic spirituality is essential for their 

historical narration of orthodoxy. However, all three agree on the impossibility of 

representing God. Clearly, a notion of an unknown God protects believers from making 

idols. Fifthly, the incarnation of the Second Person of the Trinity marks a significant 

change in the theology of images (see 2.2). These five arguments were all proposed by 

John of Damascus.101 

    Despite vital agreements, the theologians of my study make heavy accusations of 

each other. At least, this is true of Florensky, Ouspensky, and Bahr. I perceive general 

and old dividing lines: According to the Orthodox, Protestants and Lutherans are 

heretical iconoclasts. To Lutherans, the Orthodox are image worshippers. These 

arguments are still in use, although largely rejected, especially in ecumenical 

discussions. This dividing line expresses typical disagreement between two types of 

comprehension of positive image theology that I describe as strong and weak image 

theologies. The accusations from my sources are not part of ecumenical dialogues nor 

necessarily based on a profound comprehension of the target of criticism. However, 

coarseness and severity do not inevitably entail error.  

    Bahr explains that in ancient, pagan East, images could hold the divine in them. For 

 
101 Florensky 2014, 140; Jenson 1999, 284–286; Lönnebo 1997, 10; Florensky 1996, 70–71; Ouspensky 1992, 504–
505; Ouspensky 1978, 34, 145–146, 173; Meyendorff 1975, 174–184; Bahr 1970, 221–224. It is possible to question 
Jenson's distinction between name and image by arguing that image and name are signs. 
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Bahr, the prohibition of making an image of God is a rejection of this metaphysics of 

presence in images. A free, sovereign, and living God cannot be present in the static 

and uncovered form. Hence, a leading edge of the Second Commandment is a denial 

of a magical correspondence between image and prototype. Bahr especially labels the 

Eastern Orthodox Church’s dogmatic icon theology as image worshipping. Moreover, 

Bahr states that the commandment focuses indirectly on all images. The image freezes 

its object into a pattern. The image hides the reality and bypasses an existential I–thou 

encounter. Nevertheless, where imagination for magical correspondence ceases, 

commandment no longer holds. Furthermore, images are possible when they do not 

falsify or hide reality but address and verbalize it.102  

    It appears that Bahr misses his mark. Orthodox precisely deny the possibility to 

depict the essence of God. Ouspensky invert the argument by wondering how someone 

could have such a primitive notion to believe that Orthodox address their prayers, not 

to God or the Virgin Mary but the image. In addition, Bahr’s interpretation of the 

Second Commandment is confusing. By what criteria does he separate solidified 

images from those that correspond to reality? Apparently, Bahr implies idealistic and 

mystical images that cause the viewer to lose consciousness of historical concreteness. 

Nonetheless, here his thoughts appear as an iconoclastic denial of the figurative.103  

    According to Ouspensky and Meyendorff, Bahr’s arguments are the same as an 

iconoclast's. Thus, the Orthodox answer draws from the Holy Tradition. They explain 

that iconoclasts regarded images and prototypes as identical and consubstantial. 

Therefore, the image depicts and captures the nature of the prototype. The iconoclastic 

conclusion for this reasoning denies a sacred image as idol and magic. Furthermore, 

the impossibility to depict Christ correctly followed the denial of images of the Mother 

of God and saints. Regardless, defenders of icons denied the possibility to paint images 

consubstantial with God. Following John of Damascus, Theodore the Studite,104 and 

Nicephorus I,105Ouspensky and Meyendorff write that images are different from 

natural prototypes. From this follows the classification that images are not subject to 

 
102 Bahr 1970, 224–226. 
103 Ouspensky 1978, 145; Bahr 1970, 224–226, 232. Belting shares Bahr’s notion on the ontological power of images 
in Antiquity and surveys the distant history of the origin of this belief. Belting 1994, 37. Barber writes that 
iconoclasts argue that icon tries to circumscribe what it represents. This thought is similar to Bahr’s. However, for 
iconoclasts limiting the unlimited was a reason to reject all holy images – except the cross and the bread and wine 
of the Eucharist. Barber 2002, 78.   
104 Theodore the Studite was a prominent Byzantine monk and opponent of iconoclasm at the turn of the eighth and 
ninth centuries. 
105 Nicephorus was an Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople in the early ninth century. Belting 1994, 150.  
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worship. Nevertheless, images do bear a resemblance to the prototype which they 

imitate. Icons do not express nature but person. This follows the classification that 

images are worth veneration (Greek προσκύνησις). Meyendorff writes that this subtle 

distinction created an essential safeguard against animistic or fetishist tendencies. In 

addition, Ouspensky claims that iconoclasts had magical comprehension of images. 

Moreover, honour rendered to the image belongs to its prototype, like Basil the Great106 

had taught. Hence, according to Ouspensky and Meyendorff, the Orthodox Church’s 

theology of image is based on the difference between nature and the person's identity.107 

    Ouspensky reminds us that the entire Church signed the Seventh Ecumenical 

Council. Yet the West failed to fully comprehend the issue. Thus, the Western Church 

adopted a more modest attitude towards images. This happened under the heavy 

influence of the Frankish Emperor, Charlemagne. Hence, the Western Church 

assimilated to the practice of not destroying images or venerating them. This 

comprehension was partly due to the incompetent translation of the decision of the 

Seventh Ecumenical Council from Greek to Latin, failing to grasp the distinction 

between adoration and veneration. Thus, the Council of Frankfurt in 794 and Paris in 

825 considered images as the imagination of artists worth decorating churches and as 

an aid to memory. Hence, the distinction between the weak and strong image theologies 

was ratified, formed, and institutionalized in the eighth and ninth centuries. 

Nonetheless, Belting argues that Frankish theologians followed the popes' existing 

didactic theology of images. One crystallization of this line is Pope Gregory I’s 

teaching from the late sixth century that images are books for the illiterate.108  

    Ouspensky associates iconoclasm with Protestantism. I found his reason for doing 

this unclear. He thought that all Protestant and Lutheran churches were without images. 

Furthermore, Ouspensky saw Luther as on a continuum with Frankish theologians. 

 
106 Basil was one of the Cappadocian Fathers, a bishop and a saint in the Eastern Orthodox Church and Roman 
Catholic Church who had a strong influence on the Nicene Creed against Arianism.     
107 Meyendorff 1983a, 44–46; Ouspensky 1978, 148–150, 155, 182, 197; Meyendorff 1975, 183–192; Giakalis 2005, 
100. Ouspensky shares the view of Patriarch Nicephorus that those who do not accept the difference between image 
and prototype are idolaters. Thus, iconodules invert the accusation. Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 32. Barber draws 
attention to the term likeness which is an active meditation between the icon and its archetype. He informs us that 
Nicephorus I utilized Aristotelian thinking by arguing that there is a uniting relation and causality between the icon 
and its prototype – a connection in form, different by nature. Barber 2002, 115–117. Another prominent Christian 
theologian who defended image-praxis in the eighth and ninth centuries was a Syrian bishop, Theodore Abu Qurrah. 
He defended the veneration of images to aniconic Muslims. Qurra 2008. Eastmond reminds us that the Second 
Council of Nicaea called idols the images of devils. He explains that the signifier and the signified are identical in 
an idol. Hence, unlike the icon, attacking the idol attacks its prototype, its devil. Cormack, Eastmond & James 2003, 
77. 
108 Ouspensky 1978, 169–172; Giakalis 2005, 21; Belting 1994, 298.  
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Ouspensky judges that the weak image theology of the Western churches does not 

denote iconoclasm but only dilution of the Seventh Ecumenical Council. Nonetheless, 

he does not see a significant difference between iconoclasm and image theology that 

rejects the veneration of icons. Ouspensky refers to the Eighth Ecumenical Council of 

Rome in 869–870, even though the Eastern Orthodox Church does not recognize it. 

Canon 3 of the Council states: “If one does not venerate the icon of Christ the Saviour, 

let him not see His face at the Second Coming.” This indicates condemnation of 

Lutherans or at least Bahr’s comprehension of images. Moreover, Ouspensky suggests 

that rejection of the Seventh Council signifies rejection of the incarnation. Florensky 

accuses Protestants not because of iconoclasm but from rationalism. Nevertheless, his 

critique suggests the same as Ouspensky’s.109 

    It appears that an easy path towards an ecumenical agreement between Eastern 

Orthodox Church and Lutheran Church would be a correction of Bahr and the Frankish 

theologians. This would signify that the question of idolatry would be decided based 

on an idol, not an image. For example, a statue of Pan is a graven image because Pan 

does not exist. However, Bahr condemns images of pagan gods and a model that 

identifies images and prototypes. Perhaps Bahr knew about the distinction drawn at the 

Seventh Ecumenical Council but judged Eastern Orthodox Church regardless. For me, 

Bahr’s position differs from that of the iconoclasts. The ecumenically critical question 

is rather whether Lutheran theology can accept the ontological connection of image 

and prototype without the metaphysics of Kantian theology.  

    If the image of Christ is not Christ, why express even veneration before it? Orthodox 

would reply that the image of Christ is Christ because the image has the power to 

express and represent Christ’s person. Then why express only veneration and not 

adoration? Because image and prototype are not the same but distinct by nature. Hence, 

Orthodox theology follows the decisions of the Seventh Ecumenical Council by 

asserting paradoxical “yes” and “no” to the question of identification. According to 

Orthodox theologians, this golden mean avoids both heresies of idolatry and 

iconoclasm. I return to the issue of Christ’s two natures within an image in chapter 

2.2.1 and to the ontological connection between image and prototype in 2.3.1. 

    The theological and ecumenical significance lies in the Seventh Council. However, 

 
109 Ouspensky 1992, 212–213, 338, 419, 451, 505, 508; Florensky 1996, 112, 124–125; Ouspensky 1978, 173; 
Kotkavaara 1999, 40. 
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it is polemical and severe as anathemas denote closing out from the community of 

salvation and denying earlier councils. Apparently, the literal interpretation of 

anathemas is not necessary concerning later church developments and denominations. 

At least, there is a solid ecumenical concord from the dogmatical and Christological 

background of the council’s statements. The council states that the iconoclasm is “the 

worst of all heresies”. Nevertheless, theological disputes concerning images ignited 

because there was insufficient clarity in earlier and shared theological results of 

ecumenical councils and Church Fathers.110  

    I notice that Ouspensky and Meyendorff transmit the council’s expressions 

competently. The Lutheran–Orthodox Joint Commission in 1993 states that Lutherans 

affirm the authority of the Seventh Ecumenical Council. However, the commission’s 

statement acknowledges that Lutherans cannot approve the council entirely. This is 

because it has not been part of the Lutheran tradition. The commission accepts the 

distinction between veneration and adoration but suggests that Lutherans do not verify 

the mode of presence of the prototype in the image. This is precisely the Orthodox 

criterion for strong image theology. Thus, the commission does not clarify the Lutheran 

reception of veneration of icons. In addition, the council’s anathema concerns all “who 

do not salute the holy and venerable images”. Bowing before the image, kissing the 

image, and lighting candles before the image has not been a part of the practice of 

Lutheran parishes. Hence, both iconoclast and iconodules appear to condemn the 

Lutheran Church and its practice of weak image theology. Besides images, iconoclasts 

judged anyone who denies the profit of the invocation of saints. Moreover, the Seventh 

Ecumenical Council condemned those who rejected relics of martyrs. Additionally, 

every party appears to accuse their enemy of Platonism because of the fusion between 

Platonism and Christianity through the works of Origen111 and Dionysus (see 2.1.4).112  

    Jenson acknowledges the proskýnēsis -distinction, although with open 

interpretation: “What the council understood “veneration”, should be understood as our 

allowing the icon to direct our intention of God.” Lönnebo offers a similar 

interpretation without explicit reference to the council. He writes that the Seventh 

 
110 Knight 2020; 5–7, 15–19, 23, 30–31. 
111 An authoritative Alexandrian theology from the third century. Origen developed an allegorical reading of the 
Bible and the first comprehensible synthesis between Platonism and Christianity. Later, Origenism was condemned 
in the Council of Constantinople in 553. For example, he taught that human flesh will not be resurrected, and that 
the Son and the Holy Spirit are created. McGuckin 2011, 356–357, Heidl 2011, 357–359.   
112 Knight 2020; 5–7, 15–19, 23, 30–31; Saarinen 2017. 
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Ecumenical Council instructed that church art should serve theology and liturgy as a 

sign of heaven on earth. Thus, Jenson and Lönnebo relate to the tradition of Christian 

images and decisions of the council while remaining quiet on the literal expressions of 

anathemas. They also verify the council without referring to the ontology of the image-

prototype -pattern. They appear to hold it possible to accept veneration without strong 

ontology. Perhaps also Basil’s argument is accessible. After all, common sense 

recognizes the connection between the image and the depicted subject. Nevertheless, 

this connection is based more on thought and faith for Lutherans, not ontological law.  

Thus, all three Lutheran theologians leave this ontology unconfirmed and appear to 

position themselves on the side of weak image theology.113  

    From apophatic theology and the Second Commandment, it is natural to proceed 

towards God’s revelation. First, I address the theology of the Trinity.  

 

2.1.3. Painted Dogma – Trinity and Image  
“The Lord appeared to Abraham near the great trees of Mamre while he was sitting at the entrance to 

his tent in the heat of the day. Abraham looked up and saw three men standing nearby. When he saw 

them, he hurried from the entrance of his tent to meet them and bowed low to the ground.”114 

 

Basically, all Christians share the doctrine of the Trinity and a theological distinction 

between the terms οὐσία, God’s unity and ὑπόστασις, God’s three distinct persons.115 

Thus, the Trinity is a shining example of an ecumenical extra-biblical concord between 

the Eastern Orthodox Church and Lutheran Church. This concord also appears in my 

sources. The Cappadocian Fathers distinguished between God’s unity and his 

Hypostases. This distinction is vital to Florensky, Meyendorff, and Jenson. In this 

subchapter, I examine how the doctrine of the Trinity relates to subjects of images 

according to the six theologians. Moreover, I clarify the principles and meanings that 

the theology of Trinity offers to the theology of images. Trinitarian persons are usually 

distinguished by their works which form theological categories: Father is Creator; Son 

Redeemer; and Holy Spirit Sanctifier. I address the Creator in chapters 2.1.4 and 3.2.3, 

Holy Spirit in chapter 2.1.4 and 3.1.3 and Jesus in chapters 2.2.1 and 2.2.2. Here I 

 
113 Jenson 1999, 284, 288; Lönnebo 1997, 10, 19; Lönnebo 1984, 6.   
114 Genesis 18:1-2. 
115 The term ”person” is a Latin equivalent for Greek hypostasis formulated by Church Father Tertullian. Tertullian 
was a pioneer of Trinitarian theology. According to McGrath, both terms emphasize the unity of one God of which 
three persons/hypostases are manifestations. In this study, I prefer the term person. Also, Meyendorff, Ouspensky 
and Lossky utilize it. McGrath 1994, 312, 321–322.  
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address the Trinity as a subject of the image and theological basis of the image theology 

through the Paternity–issue, filioque -dispute, and Andrei Rublev’s icon of the 

Trinity.116   

    Ouspensky narrates numerous struggles on the question of the image of God the 

Father throughout the centuries. Typically, these images are Trinitarian, representing 

Father as an old, bearded man, Son as an incarnated man, and Holy Spirit as a dove. 

Ouspensky defends his position that God as the Father should be left unrepresented for 

seven reasons. Firstly, this prohibition agrees with apophatic theology and the Second 

Commandment. Secondly, the Seventh Ecumenical Council and the Great Council of 

Moscow prohibited these images. Thirdly, these images are expressions of artistic 

imagination attempting to depict something impossible. Fourthly, an image of Father 

as the bearded man is an anthropomorphic image based on a strange, Western analogy 

with “the real world”. Fifthly, the Holy Spirit is not a dove in his nature. The dove is 

one of the Spirit’s manifestations. Therefore, it should be depicted only in the proper 

context, similar to the tongues of fire in Pentecost and a cloud in Mount Tabor. Sixthly, 

the image of the Father is a Western invention birthed from the incompetence to 

understand the centrality of the Trinitarian persons. Seventhly, by this rejection, the 

Eastern Orthodox Church denies the speculations of Sergius Bulgakov. He asserted that 

the Father could be depicted as Sophia, divine humanity in God. Nonetheless, 

Ouspensky writes that the presence of the Father can be indicated symbolically, for 

example, by a blessing hand from heaven.117  

    Meyendorff probably agrees with Ouspensky regarding the Father’s image, although 

not dealing with it himself. Bahr perhaps would also agree. Jenson once mentions an 

image of the crucified Christ God the Father above the cross. Furthermore, Florensky 

presents an image of Sophia with the Father as a bearded man in the heavens. Similarly, 

Lönnebo presents an image of God the Father as an old man in his icon books. These 

images indicate that Jenson, Florensky, and Lönnebo accept this image of the Father.118   

    Indeed, the Father is not an old man. Perhaps these kinds of images can obscure the 

Christian faith. Nevertheless, it is at least partly a different matter to deny an image 

from the essence of God than the image of one revealed person of the Trinity. Christians 

can comprehend a bearded man as a symbol, like the blessing hand. Biblical language 

 
116 Florensky 1997, 40–43; Jenson 1997, 100–108; Meyendorff 1983a, 18–19; Slesinski 1984 112–114, 148. 
117 Ouspensky 1992, 371–398, 454; Ouspensky 1978, 182–184.  
118 Florensky 1997, 275; Lönnebo 1984, 44–45.   
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utilizes anthropomorphic words describing God. Hence, one could argue that it is 

admissible to do the same with images. Moreover, there is no rejection or anathema of 

the Father -image in documents of the Seventh Ecumenical Council. Supposedly, such 

images become common only later. Thus, the question is a value of the Moscow 

Council. Ouspensky admits the confusion: The Moscow Council did permit a particular 

image of the Father based on a vision from the Book of Revelation. Furthermore, 

Ouspensky writes that images representing the Father multiplied despite the council. 

Nevertheless, this council utilizes Ouspensky’s criteria that forbade the creation of holy 

images from imagination. The Seventh Ecumenical Council did not yet verify this 

policy. I return to this issue in chapter 3.3.2. I conclude that the question of depicting 

the Father demonstrates how subtle the line between approved and forbidden images 

is.119  

    There is also an image of the Father in Ruble’s Trinity. I study issues of the filioque, 

relations of Trinitarian persons, the art of hesychasm, and the six theologians’ thoughts 

of icon in front of it.  

 

 
119 Ouspensky 1992, 372, 384–385.   
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Image 8. Andrei Rublev’s120 Trinity, Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow. This is probably the most famous icon 

in the world. It is also well known in non-Orthodox and Protestant circles. Rublev painted the Trinity in 

fifteenth century Russia as a part of an iconostasis of a monastery, The Trinity of Lavra of St Sergius. 

The image's subject is the three men who visited Abraham at the Oak of Mamre. Christians have 

interpreted the genesis narrative as referring to the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Rublev did not 

invent this subject but gave it a creative interpretation. According to Ouspensky, Eusebius’ book 

Demonstartio Evangelica proves an image of this subject even in ancient times. The sacrificial calf on 

the table refers to the Eucharist. The table’s small hatch denotes the relic’s place in a traditional Eastern 

Orthodox altar. Photographer unknown. Published by Wikipedia.121    

 

 
120 Information about Andrei Rublev is sparse, but the Russian chronicles prove him as a historical person. The 
Orthodox Church considers Andrei Rublev a saint. According to Strezova, Rublev was part of the hesychast 
tradition, and the cult of the Trinity ignited in Russia in the fourteenth century. Strezova 2014, 184–187. For more 
detailed information about Rublev, see Strezova 2014 and Jääskinen 1984, 61–71.   
121 Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 201; Strezova 2014, 191–192; Jääskinen 1984, 61, 69. Strezova verifies that images 
of the Hospitality of Abraham date from the fourth century onward. Strezova 2014, 178. For detailed development 
of this subject in iconography see Strezova 2014, 177–182, 203–219. 
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In the icon, the left man represents the Father, the middle the Son, and the right, the 

Holy Spirit. The Son’s two fingers refer to general confession to Christ's human and 

divine natures. Holy Spirit’s touch sanctifies the altar. The blue colour indicates the 

outpouring of divine energies and perichoresis of Trinitarian persons. Rublev appears 

to demonstrate the Eastern Orthodox Church’s position of Trinity without the filioque: 

The Son and the Holy Spirit are looking towards the Father and bowing to him. 

Apparently, this indicates the monarchy of Father. Thus, he is their source and superior 

to them. Presumably, this detail has generally been unnoticed in the West. Moreover, 

Rublev highlights the Trinitarian person without an overemphasis on God’s unity. Long 

theological tradition interprets this biblical event as a manifestation of the mystical 

vision of Triune God.122  

    For Orthodox theologians, Rublev’s icon is a pinnacle and a paramount expression 

of the Eastern Orthodox Church’s image theology and Orthodoxy. It is a positive image 

of the revealed God of Palamism and Orthodox theology. Similarly, Lönnebo calls 

Rublev’s icon the most beautiful painting in the Christian tradition. He marvels that it 

shines unspeakable light. Meyendorff comprehends the doctrine of Trinity with a 

distinction between essence and energy essential to Gregorious of Nyssa, Basil the 

Great, and Palamas: God's energies can be known, while his essence remains unknown. 

Thus, for Meyendorff, God is being and not being, knowable and unknown, 

participative, and inaccessible. Meyendorff does not equate the Trinity or Three 

Hypostases with energies of God. He explains that the Holy Trinity is both essence and 

energies, both encounterable and inaccessible. Furthermore, the essence of God is 

superior concerning the energies. The Father is superior to the Son and the Holy Spirit 

as a source of divinity. Surprisingly, Lönnebo utilizes the same essence-energy -pattern 

and hierarchical superiority of essence. For Lönnebo, God is the sun that shines through 

an eclipse. Darkness signifies human ignorance. The sun’s corona is the Trinity and 

energies of God, a light that shines on human beings despite the eclipse. Also, 

Ouspensky and Florensky operate on the same essence-energy ramification. I return to 

 
122 Strezova 2014, 163–165, 175–177, 195–199. An alternative interpretation of Rublev’s icon is that the middle 
angel is God the Father. Kotiranta attaches this identification to the question whether God should be comprehended 
as a unity or perichoresis of the Trinitarian Persons. It appears to be possible to interpret Rublev’s icon neo-
Platonically and modalistically: The middle angel depicts God’s oneness and monarchy, which is the source of the 
Son’s and Holy Spirit’s existence. Nevertheless, Kotiranta verifies that the Father is the angel on the right and that 
Rublev’s image is precisely the image of Trinitarian perichoresis. The Father’s primacy does not indicate causality 
but differentiation, nor is His monarchy self-sufficiency but a relationship. Kotiranta even sees Rublev’s icon as the 
most beautiful explication of the Church Fathers’ and Palamas’ Trinitarian theology. Kotiranta 1997, 66–74.  



62 
 
 

the concept of energy and its meaning in image theology in chapters 2.1.4 and 3.1.3.123    

    Meyendorff and Ouspensky name the same enemy as Jenson: The distant God of 

Platonism. They stress that Orthodox theology is completely anti-Platonic because 

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit operate in time. Meyendorff explains that Christian 

theologians and Palamas traced a link between humanity and God, thus replacing the 

eternal ideas of Platonism. Meyendorff cites Palamas, who writes that without energies 

of God as an intermediary, there would be an unbridgeable abyss between God and 

humanity. Thus, Eastern Christianity endorses the living experience of the Trinitarian 

Hypostases. Moreover, the monarchy and the source of the Father preserve the personal 

character of the Trinity instead of deriving the Trinitarian Hypostases from the essence 

of God. Consequently, the theology of images is based on the personhood of God and 

the Incarnate Christ. Lossky, Meyendorff, and Ouspensky criticize the Western form 

of the Trinity of Tertullian, Augustine, and Aquinas by rationalized concepts captivated 

in speculations of God’s unity. According to Meyendorff and Ouspensky, the filioque 

manifests this philosophical God. Hence, Meyendorff and Ouspensky claim that 

without God’s divine energies as manifestations of Trinitarian persons, Western 

theology lost the living experience, link, and sanctifying Spirit between humanity and 

God in Aristotelian speculations.124  

    Ouspensky explains that the filioque and Western natural theology have led to a 

 
123 Florensky 2014, 127, 135; Lönnebo 2005, 161; Lönnebo 2001, 9, 25–26, 42–43; Ouspensky 1992, 238–239, 
496–497; Meyendorff 1983b, 93–111; Meyendorff 1975, 144; Meyendorff 1974, 38–39, 118–122; Meyendorff 
1964, 98. Annala explains that a Christian creatio ex nihilo results in a total dead-end in mystical theology: nothing 
from the created order leads to an uncreated Trinity. Gregory of Nyssa denied all connection between God and 
creation but assured that God had transcended the ontological border in the incarnation of Christ. Even earlier Jewish 
theologian Philo of Alexandria distinguished Judaism from Platonism because the Torah puts eternal God in place 
of Plato’s eternal ideas. According to Annala, Philo used the Stoic concept of Logos as a universal reason and God’s 
firstborn radiance that holds the cosmos together. Furthermore, Philo utilized a similar hierarchy to the middle-
Platonist: Transcendent God, Logos, and then divine powers. Annala reminds us that Philo had a significant role in 
later Christian theology, especially in Alexandria. Annala 1993, 44–47, 49, 122–123. 
124 Ouspensky 1992, 452–455; Meyendorff 1983a, 60–61, 181, 183; Meyendorff 1982, 154–158; Meyendorff 1974, 
14–17, 121–124; Kamppuri 1988, 43–44. Pino writes that the dichotomy of Eastern and Western comprehension of 
God as personalist and essentialist concepts of God is now an abandoned paradigm. Pino 2017, 59. According to 
Kamppuri, in Meyendorff’s concept of Trinity divine essence is more primary than hypostases, even though 
Meyendorff tries to avoid this. Thus, the divine essence is transcendental even to divine energies. Kamppuri parallels 
Palamas’ distinction with Aquinas’ distinction between essence and existence. Moreover, Kamppuri demonstrates 
that both Palamas and Meyendorff utilize the concept of energy unclearly in two ways. Either this leads them to use 
the term in the singular to express the transcendental character of the essence of God or in the plural to express that 
energies are temporal activities of three hypostases. Kamppuri notices that the Trinitarian Hypostases have no 
salvific function in the first schema. If humans can participate in God’s energies through the hesychast vision, what 
role does incarnation have? According to Kamppuri, Meyendorff utilizes cosmological participation in the energy 
of God and salvific history participation in hypostases of God. Kamppuri 1988, 47–58, 63, 74–77. Tollefsen 
questions Meyendorff’s distinction where the Greek concept of God begins from the person and the Latin from the 
nature and unity of God. He states that Church Fathers did not construct this kind of primary. Thus, Church Fathers 
were closer to speculative Neo-Platonism than Meyendorff proposes. Nonetheless, Tollefsen agrees that Christianity 
differed from Neo-Platonism with its personal and Trinitarian God. Tollefsen 2012, 212–214.        



63 
 
 

desacralization of Western art that imitates nature. Thus, a theological frame for the 

birth of the Renaissance was an analogy of knowing the supernatural God through the 

natural world. Moreover, if nature possesses the person and not the other way around, 

personal images can be replaced by symbols, abstract arrangements, or landscapes. In 

addition, God can be depicted as a bearded man because abstract concepts can be 

transposed only through invented images. Similarly, Meyendorff writes that the 

Byzantine Church rejected the Renaissance spirit by approving Palamas’ thoughts. I 

return to the question of Renaissance and autonomous art in chapter 2.3.1.125 

    According to Ouspensky, Rublev’s icon is an orthodox image. He clarifies that 

Rublev’s Trinity is not an image of the Trinity or essence of God itself but a historical 

scene that symbolically reveals the Trinity of the Godhead. Presumably, a symbolic 

image enables depicting Father as an angel/man. According to Ouspensky, the left 

angel’s garment testifies to the impossibility of representing God the Father. 

Ouspensky explains that the Trinity is a part of the Eastern Orthodox Church’s calendar 

as an icon of Pentecost. He informs readers that Rublev did not abolish the historical 

aspects of the event but reduced them to a minimum. Ouspensky notices that the 

composition is a circle, which embraces three angels. He quotes Dionysius:  
“circular movement signifies that God remains identical with himself, that He envelops in 

synthesis the intermediate parts and the extremities, which are at the same time containers and 

contained, and that He recalls to Himself all that has gone forth from Him.”126  

    Ouspensky writes that the circular movement is arrested by the monumental 

immobility of the Angel on the left, the Father.127  

    Meyendorff and Ouspensky locate Rublev’s icon in the historical context of the 

fifteenth century after the Palaiologan Renaissance, the final period of Byzantine art 

that preceded the Western renaissance in Italy. Ouspensky writes that church art 

reached its highest level in Byzantium and Russia, where holy images bathe in joy, 

 
125 Ouspensky 1992, 452–455; Meyendorff 1964, 239.   
126 Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 46. 
127 Ouspensky 1992, 267–268, 393; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 44–47, 201–205. Strezova writes that Rublev's key 
innovation was placing the three angels onto a circle and a chalice at the centre of the composition. The cycle is an 
ancient symbol of eternity and God's love. Moreover, Strezova writes that "the circular movement signifies that God 
remains identical with himself and that he envelops in synthesis and recalls to himself all that has gone forth from 
him." The hesychast meditation technique is circular: God flows out to humanity and provides knowledge of him. 
Humanity responds to this call through the mind and body. Palamas recognized two movements of the mind, the 
direct movement that sees and observes visible things and the circular movement when the mind returns and operates 
within God. Strezova 2014, 50 152–155. Tollefsen explains that Dionysius distinguished God's straight, spiral, and 
circular movements. The straight movement is the procession of God’s energies, from which all things come to be. 
The spiral movement is also connected with procession, while the circular motion denotes that God holds all things 
together and secures the conversion of all that has come forth from God. Tollefsen 2012, 121.  
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lightness, and peace. He calls the icon of the Trinity unsurpassed and Rublev the 

greatest iconographer. According to Ouspensky, in Rublev’s art, all the beauty of 

Antique art comes to a life filled with a new and true meaning. The Trinity expresses 

youthful freshness, a sense of a measure, a supreme harmony of colours, and 

enchanting rhythm and music of line. Meyendorff knows that many art historians have 

seen hesychasm of Palamas overcoming the humanism of Barlaam as a detriment of 

creative art. Nonetheless, he judges these opinions as unreliable. Furthermore, he 

denies that the possibility of a direct vision of God in Palamism would leave no place 

for icons. The chasteness of monasteries and emphasis on mental prayer undoubtedly 

have influenced the use of icons, but Palamite theology was in line with legitimate 

Christian art. Similarly, Ouspensky admits the influences of humanism in late medieval 

Orthodox art. Nevertheless, the hesychasms respected Orthodox image theology by 

putting worldly wisdom in the right place. Moreover, Ouspensky writes that Palamism 

was the last victory over iconoclasm. Meyendorff and Ouspensky justify the connection 

between hesychasm and Russian pictorial art by masters Rublev and Theophanes the 

Greek. Their art visually expresses the Byzantine tradition and the hesychast conviction 

that communion with the Trinity is possible. Furthermore, Russian art of the fifteenth 

century was the last creative phase before post-Renaissance Western ideas invaded the 

East and Russia.128  

    The Orthodox theologians of this study are part of icon revivalism. Thus, although 

its theology and roots convey the distant past, sacred art is current and found anew. 

Strezova verifies that the hesychasm was not against art for artistic creation. It offered 

a new emphasis that contemplated flesh and matter transfigured by the presence of 

divine light. Hence, in general, Rublev and traditional icons are expressions of the 

mystical and timeless mood of Orthodox hesychasm. The task of the icon was to be a 

prayerful mediator between humans and God. Moreover, Strezova writes that 

hesychasm adopted Origenist monk Evagrious’ neo-Platonic doctrine of imageless 

prayer. However, hesychasts modified it to the prayer of Jesus129 suitable to 

 
128 Meyendorff 1992, 40–44; Ouspensky 1992, 231–237, 242, 246–250, 257, 260–262, 273, 275; Meyendorff 1982, 
138–139; Meyendorff 1981, 138–144; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 452–455. Barlaam’s attitude towards sacred 
images appears to be unknown. Apparently, he was considerably influenced by Augustine. Jensen mentions that 
Augustine stood against the veneration of images in City of God. Augustine saw that Christians were acting like 
pagans before them and suggested praying directly to the saint rather than an image of the saint. In his letters, 
Augustine protected God’s infinity by rejecting devotional images. Jensen 2005, 109–115, 174.      
129 Hesychasm is usually associated with prayer of Jesus and certain psycho-physical method of prayers. However, 
Meyendorff writes that Palamas did not practice nor teach any breathing method. Meyendorff 1964, 140.  
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Christocentric spirituality. Meyendorff and Ouspensky clarify that the goal of having 

no images signifies mental images, not painted icons. However, Ouspensky and 

Meyendorff admit that Palamas was not a creative icon theologian. However, he 

fortified the divine glory reachable for humans essential to a theology of the icon and 

taught people to use sacred images to ascend towards God and the saints.130   

    For Florensky, the Trinity is a crown of Christian dogma, a monastery of Lavra, the 

most pious bastion of Russian Orthodoxy, and Rublev’s icon as the brightest expression 

of Spirit’s dwelling among humankind. Florensky reaches this conclusion through a 

Slavophile tradition. Hence, Florensky draws a sharp distinction between the two 

philosophies. The first is “homoiousian” philosophy, a rational, Western, egoistic, and 

empirical mindset based on external appearances and self-autonomy. The second is 

“homoousian” philosophy, a Russian consciousness, concrete idealism, and Orthodox 

Christianity founded on spiritual and organic connection to all life and Divine Love. 

As I demonstrated, Florensky utilizes Kant’s distinction between “phenomenon” 

apprehended by senses and “noumenon” that remain unknowable to human sensations. 

However, Florensky believed that the mind could reach objective reality, truth, and the 

transcendent source of the world. This happens through Kant’s antinomies of the mind. 

These antinomies denote manifestation of the mind’s conflict with itself, for example 

the contradiction between freedom and causality. Through an antinomic structure of 

the mind, the doors behind the mind open. There lies integral knowledge, vital to 

Slavophiles. This is mystical knowledge, intellectual intuition, illumination, and 

experience of God, achieved through asceticism, faith, and God’s grace. For Florensky, 

Trinity is the highest Truth and perfect antinomy. Florensky demonstrates that Rublev’s 

Trinity is the best philosophical proof that God exists. This is his contribution to 

Western rationalistic proofs of God’s existence developed by Aquinas and questioned 

by Kant.131 

    Like Jenson, Florensky produces creative theology of the Holy Spirit concerning 

 
130 Ouspensky 1992, 247, 263–264, 505; Meyendorff 1981, 139; Strezova 2014, 11, 13–15, 64.   
131 Florensky 2020, 96–97; Florensky 2014, 5; Florensky 1997, 44–49, 60, 62, 67; Florensky 1996, 66–68; Louth 
2020, 59–70; Slesinski 1984, 54–63, 73–74, 98–99, 134–138, 145. Florensky links homoiousian philosophy with 
German idealism. However, he credits Kant, Hegel, Fichte, and Schelling among Heraclitus, Plato, and Nicolas of 
Cusa to apprehend the contradictory character of creation. Florensky 1997, 61, 114–118. Florensky’s thoughts 
correspond with the Christian existentialism of Kierkegaard. Both philosophers placed faith above reason, valued 
by Kant and the Enlightenment. Moreover, Kierkegaard utilized paradox as a concept similar to Florensky’s 
antinomy. Respectively, Florensky’s thoughts echo the theology of Plaice Pascal, who produced a distinction 
between the philosophical God and the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. These confluences question Florensky’s 
opposition between East and West. Similarly, Karimies presents two cherubim (Exodus 25:18) utilized by Western 
theologies to illustrate divine wisdom that surpasses and subsumes contrary statements. Karimies 2020, 65, 80–81.    
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time: First, there was the Father’s time of mysteriousness and creation before Christ’s 

incarnation. Then dawned the Son’s time with serious rigor and morals. This time lasted 

until the advent of the Holy Spirit’s time of joy and light. Florensky, who lived in this 

last time, writes that earlier Hypostases were defined through eternal humility, 

sacrifice, and kenosis of the Son. Now the definition signifies eternal restoration and 

glorification. However, the creativity of Rublev dates to the time of the Son. 

Nonetheless, the icon was discovered and restored to glory in Florensky’s time. 

Florensky’s comprehension of the Holy Spirit is historical but especially 

cosmological.132 

    Jenson agrees with Orthodox theologians on personal and biblical God against 

Augustine’s and Aquinas's logical and impersonal God.133 Furthermore, he reminds us 

that today filioque is a minor problem since ecumenists widely agree that the Roman 

Catholic Church should not have made this addition.134 However, Jenson criticizes 

Palamas, Lossky’s, and the Eastern comprehension of the Trinity: Emphasis on the 

Father’s monarchy and as source of the Son and the Spirit avoids the danger of 

subordinationism only by denying subordination and any action from the Father. 

Furthermore, Palamas’ pneumatology replaces the personal Holy Spirit as a mediator 

of grace by impersonal energies. Jenson agrees that the Father is a source of Triune 

Deity but denies his hierarchical primary. For Jenson, the primacy of the Father denotes 

primacy of the past, beginning, and source. Jenson links the past to the Father, present 

to the Son, and future to the Holy Spirit. According to him, the Son and the Spirit are 

active in the inner reality of the Trinity: The Holy Spirit frees the Father to his 

fatherhood from bare causality and Son to present love from bare historicity. The Son 

harmonizes Father’s past and Spirit’s future by making Himself the content of present 

divine life.135 

 
132 Florensky 1997, 80–105. Florensky attaches his thoughts to Nietzsche’s gay science and esoterism. In his book 
Gay science Nietzsche postulates the death of God. Florensky scarcely did not accept Nietzsche’s rejection of 
Christianity. However, gay science speaks also about light, joy, and a certain type of divinization in contrast to 
seriousness and constant contrition. This appears to echo in Florensky’s writings. Esoterism denotes largely the 
same as mysticism: inward faith, religious experience, and practice to attain divinity. However, esoterism also 
implies something secret and closely connected with the occult and magic. Curiously, Florensky expresses both 
scientific and magical worldviews. Occult energy is a cause behind the material world. It radiates, especially in 
words. Giuliodori intimates that Florensky’s esoterism is firmly connected to his Holy Spirit and symbol concepts. 
Florensky 1997, 95; Giuliodori 2017. 
133 Jenson's relation to Augustine and Aquinas is complex: He criticizes them from the standpoint of his main 
argument of the living Christian God against static Hellenistic God. However, in many respects, Jenson follows 
Augustine and Aquinas. Jenson's judgment on Augustine's and Aquinas's rationalistic theology appears to be a 
questionable simplification. See, for example, Williams 2000, 188–200. 
134 However, Jenson understands the meanings that filioque demonstrates to him. Jenson 1997, 150–152. 
135 Jenson 1997, 149–161; Jenson 1992, 117, 133–138, 141–145; Tavast 2006, 198–212.  



67 
 
 

    Jenson once called Rublev’s icon revered, endorsing his approval of it. Perhaps this 

icon is an example of Spirit’s filling creativity for him. The icon links the Trinitarian 

God with biblical-historical narrative. Despite the bowing gesture, Rublev appears to 

depict equality and inner harmony of the Three Hypostases. However, Rublev’s icon 

is primarily eternal, not within temporal history. Strezova states that the icon presents 

Christ and His redemption through the Eucharist and invites the viewer to participate. 

However, participating happens outside historical parameters. Thus, Rublev highlights 

eternity and Jenson temporality.136 

    The doctrine of the Trinity expressed in the Nicene Creed is a foundation to orthodox 

theology and ecumenical relationships between Orthodox and Lutherans. Lutheran 

Confessions begins with the Nicene Creed. Hence, the doctrine of the Trinity and 

achieved ecumenical concord can work as a yardstick to personal theologies. Bahr 

mentions the Trinity only briefly, perhaps partly due to his neo-Kantian context. 

Indeed, hiding the Christian crown jewel has consequences to the theological whole. 

However, it is hard to derive Bahr’s weaknesses from ignoring the Trinity. The doctrine 

of the Trinity does not play a central role in theology of images. Thus, it does not alone 

resolve the ecumenical question. Lönnebo manages better in a Trinitarian test. He has 

gone further than ecumenical dialogues by accepting the Orthodox essence-energy -

pattern. Nonetheless, mysticism is Lönnebo’s structural principle, not the Trinity. The 

Trinity is an almost absent in his icon books as is Rublev. Regardless, he offers clear 

and positive, although not very Lutheran, acceptance of Rublev’s icon.137           

    Florensky’s position may also be ecumenically fruitful, if we remove geographic 

polemic. It appears to echo Paul’s foolishness of the cross, so essential to Lutherans. 

Lutherans sharply distinguish between two theological modes, the gospel and the law, 

the kingdom of God and the world. However, Lutherans base this demarcation on the 

foolishness of the cross, while Florensky’s structuring principle is integral knowledge 

and mystical experience of the supernatural world. Ouspensky and Meyendorff 

represent simplified and inaccurate opposition of Western rational and essential God 

with the personal Trinity of Eastern Orthodoxy. Jenson commits partly the same error. 

Nevertheless, these theologians foreground that the Orthodox or Palamas concept of 

energy denotes an ecumenical challenge (see 2.1.4).138   

 
136 Strezova 2014, 197, 199.  
137 Bahr 1970, 205; Karttunen 2021, 11–19. 
138 Louth 2020, 277.  
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    It is taxing to find evidence to support Ouspensky’s claim on filioque and art.139 

Nevertheless, his assumption of causality between natural theology and the 

Renaissance appears plausible. However, generalizations are usually misleading. The 

Renaissance was also heavily influenced by Neo-Platonism. Moreover, Luther and 

strong currents of Protestant theologies have criticized the natural theology of Aquinas. 

Perhaps Ouspensky’s thoughts can encourage Lutherans to evaluate what preconditions 

of Western medieval art Lutheran Church inherited. Ouspensky, Meyendorff, and 

Florensky demonstrate the meaning and context of Rublev’s Trinity. Can Lutherans 

accept it? Obviously, yes – and often in ignorance. Symbolically depicted energies, the 

potential missing of the filioque, the monarchy of the Father, accent of timelessness, 

and detail of the altar relic press in a horizontal gap. I conclude that single images are 

loaded with theological elements.  

    Theology forms within, in interaction, or in opposition to metaphysical worldviews. 

Hence, I study this complex relation.   

 

2.1.4. Bridge Over Troubled Water – Light, Sophia, Beauty, and 
Image as a Step Towards God   

“For with you is the fountain of life; in your light we see light.”140 

 

This chapter concerns metaphysics, ontology, and cosmology, forces defining material 

images and giving them structure. Painted images also depict metaphysical realities. In 

this subchapter, I examine encounters and the relation between material/spiritual and 

temporal/eternity. By troubled water, I indicate the Fall and the metaphysical distance 

between created and uncreated. A central answer of all Christianity for the unity of 

heaven and earth is Christ´s incarnation. However, here I focus on non-Christocentric 

metaphysics – in so far as it is possible. I recognize three dangers that Christian 

theology generally avoids. Pantheism that identifies the world and God, neo-Platonic 

emanation that denies the biblical act of creation, and a remaining abyss separating 

humans from God. Thus, the question is the nature of the intermediary and a bridge 

that combine the two worlds. Furthermore, I indicate how this mediator affects the 

theology of images. Platonism proposed a world of ideas between the temporal and 

 
139 Petrov utilizes the same argument that filioque is an explanatory factor behind Christ’s highlighted status and 
human aspects in Roman Catholic theology and art. Petrov 2002, 9–10. 
140 Psalm 36:9.  
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eternal worlds. Here I study Christian counterparts.  

    Likewise, I address the metaphysics of the Roman Catholic Church. Jenson and Bahr 

address this tradition. The Eastern Orthodox Church’s metaphysics culminates in 

energy, beauty, light, and image. In the West, metaphysics has culminated in questions 

of realism and nominalism141 and analogie entis -doctrine.142 Lutheran and Protestant 

theology is known for denial or reservation towards metaphysical theology, from 

nominalism, and rejection of analogie entis. I deduce that weak metaphysics 

correspond with weak image theology and vice versa.143 

    I begin with the concept of energy. Meyendorff equates God’s energies with the 

living God, God’s acts, God’s grace, God’s powers, God’s manifestations, God’s face, 

and uncreated light. Meyendorff explains that energies are not qualities nor accidents 

but wisdom from the will of God. In addition, energies of God are not part of God nor 

lesser than God, but freely revealed God. Palamas defended uncreated energies against 

Barlaam, who considered them as created. Thus, Moses’ burning bush was a real divine 

revelation to Palamas but created a sign for Barlaam. Hence, a step between God and 

humankind and a bridge from humans to God is not a Platonic idea or created 

intermediary, but God. Hence, the metaphysics of Palamism and the Eastern Orthodox 

Church is God centred. Meyendorff does not utilize energies in a theology of image. 

Nevertheless, it is an explanatory factor behind his understanding of material images.144  

    Meyendorff’s distinction is not only between accessible and inaccessible but also 

visible and invisible. However, he does not explain what he denotes by seeing. Hence, 

 
141 Realism presumes an ontological and real existence of universals like ideas. Nominalism denies them as mere 
names. For example, a realist could argue that an idea of a horse behind every horse is in God’s mind. For 
nominalists, there are only particular horses.  
142 Analogie entis or analogy of being is associated with Aquinas and its modern elaborator, Erich Przywara. The 
doctrine asks what it means to speak of God and attach words like goodness or beauty to God. Does God’s being 
denote a similar being to creatures? The term “analogy” implies that word is used simultaneously with differing 
referents, but neither univocally nor merely equivocally. Thus, the doctrine signifies balance of univocal and 
equivocal views, which see God’s being as either similar (univocal) or different (equivocal) to creatures. An 
analogous use of language testifies that God’s being is incomparable and comparable at the same time. McFarland 
2011a, 11–12. 
143 Vainio notices that from the end of the nineteenth century, Protestant theology in German has sought the essence 
of Christianity. Nevertheless, liberal Protestantism criticized metaphysics and the Hellenistic layer of speculations 
for hiding the original message of early Christianity. In addition, the existential theology of Rudolf Bultmann and 
Paul Tillich embraced an amorphous God and condemned any definitive speech of God. Furthermore, Vainio argues 
that as an heir of nominalism, the Protestant Reformations were against natural theology from the very beginning. 
Moreover, philosophers Rene Descartes, David Hume, Kant, Nietzsche, and Martin Heidegger were all against 
metaphysics. This has contributed to individualism, fundamentalism, and postmodernism. Apparently, analogy 
implies human’s natural openness towards God. Vainio explains that Protestant theology of the twentieth century 
has rejected analogie entis because of the Fall. Vainio 2013, 80–89, 90–96, 102–106. Similarly, Martikainen 
observes that existential and all Lutheran schools of thought in modern times have regarded Luther as opposed to 
metaphysics and Scholastic theology. However, Martikainen questions this paradigm. Martikainen 1987, 9–25.   
144 Meyendorff 1975, 92–95, 144; Meyendorff 1974, 38–39, 118–122; Meyendorff 1964, 98, 208, 214–220.  
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he does not convey how mystical vision is related to the natural vision of icons. 

Similarly, Ouspensky and Florensky appear to deem this issue as evident. Supposedly, 

for Meyendorff, energy signifies the possibility to encounter and experience God’s 

energies through mystical vision and holistically with human eyes. This denotes seeing 

God with “inner” eyes or the “mind’s eye” and seeing with the eyes of the body. This 

latter vision was an incomprehensible insult for Barlaam. However, the question did 

not concern material icons. Apparently, a natural vision of the icon marshals us towards 

a spiritual and mystical vision. I deduce that Palamas and Florensky weigh the mystical 

vision more heavily, whereas Ouspensky emphasizes the human vision of paintings.145  

     Ouspensky teaches that the divine energy is in action in images. He quotes John of 

Damascus, who believed that the grace of God rests on the image. Moreover, the grace 

of the Holy Spirit lives in the image, which sanctifies the eyes of the faithful. Light is 

a symbol of the divine. In icons, light suffuses everything. Thus, the world represented 

in the icon is permeated by the power of uncreated light. This means a flat background 

in icons in contrast to natural images’ depth dimension. Hence, the golden background 

of icons symbolizes divine light. Gold is the best expression of light because it is 

unrelated to colours like light. Moreover, the radiance of gold symbolizes divine glory. 

Ouspensky understands the golden background of icons as a symbolic transposition of 

apophatic theology. Another symbolic expression of divine light is a halo, a disk or 

luminous sphere that symbolizes the holiness of the depicted person and radiance of 

their face. Ouspensky clarifies that uncreated light and divine grace itself cannot be 

represented. However, through golden colour, haloes, and other stylistic elements, the 

visible world is demarcated concerning the divine conceived by the mind. Thus, even 

modest, material, and handmade icons commune with eternity and express the power 

of the kingdom of God.146    

    Similarly, Florensky writes that the invisible world is sensuously unapproachable 

but comprehended by the intellect through the reconstructed spiritual reality of icons. 

The icon is executed upon light. Florensky explains that the golden icons are not colour 

but light, a sea of golden grace, a light that is the supernatural origin of things.147 

 
145 Lossky verifies that seeing God with bodily eyes is absurd and impossible but at the same time possible in the 
Christian tradition. Lossky 1985, 62. Experiencing God's energy directly denotes the absence of hierarchies, 
intermediaries, and symbols. Thus, Barlaam accused Palamas of ignoring "the angelic step" between humanity and 
God. Palamas answered that an emperor could speak to a common soldier without raising him to the rank of general. 
Meyendorff 1983b, 103. 
146 Ouspensky 1992, 495–498; Ouspensky 1978, 191, 201–202; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 44.  
147 For his detailed thoughts about colour-symbolism, see Florensky 1997, 390-406.   
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Florensky also mentions haloes as expressions of divine light. Moreover, the work of 

art flows and radiates the energy of the Spirit. Florensky sees Christianity and 

Platonism as intertwined: Reality is appearance, idea, and light. Being in light is to 

exist. Therefore, the Eastern Orthodox Church repeats the word light so often. 

Furthermore, light is a synonym or almost the synonym with an idea, Truth, beauty, 

and energy, the spiritual, inner, and invisible character of the human and the symbol. 

Florensky relies on Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians and quotes him: “Whatsoever doth 

make manifest is light”.148 Nevertheless, Florensky produces a distinction: Neo-

Platonists could not have a true vision of the Light because they did not know the 

Trinity.149 

    Lönnebo utilizes the same essence-energy -pattern as Orthodox theologians: God is 

Presence through His energies. Hence, Lönnebo writes that humans cannot reach God’s 

essence but only the clothes that veil God. He often calls God often light and states that 

this light is uncreated. Moreover, Lönnebo sees the mysticism of the Eastern Orthodox 

Church precisely as the mysticism of light but stays also distant from this tradition. 

Lönnebo connects God and the golden colour, however, and his prayer bead for God is 

golden. Moreover, his thoughts on God relate to icons: which do not reveal God but 

the radiance of His glory. Here is a surprising exception: Lönnebo presents icons with 

a brown background. Apparently, the reason for this is his Lutheranism and intended 

humbleness. The more evident influence here is de Caluwé, who opposed the use of 

gold. For him, it was gaudy, although he painted traditional icons. The absence of gold 

in Lönnebo’s icons leaves the question open as to whether his metaphysics is strong or, 

this strong metaphysics have a role in his theology of icons. Ouspensky and Florensky 

would exclaim that the gold of icons is a theological statement and an expression of 

 
148 Ephesians 5:13, King James Bible.  
149 Florensky 2020, 43, 79–86; Florensky 2014, 65, 137; Florensky 1997, 65, 70–72, 77–78; Florensky 1996, 125–
126, 136–138, 150, 153–160. Barber offers an alternative meaning to the golden background of icons as the formless 
matter that exists outside the specific impress of the form taken from the archetype. Flat golden spaces are left for 
the Father and the Holy Spirit and the divinity of Christ. Barber 2002, 120–121. Sendler explains that in Byzantium, 
the light was a symbol of invisibility. He writes that in Antiquity, an eye and its object emitted its light enabling the 
vision of transformation. Plato saw that God communicated through light. Moreover, Neo-Platonists saw light 
everywhere. The light was in opposition to matter and natural light, only darkness, and negation compared to the 
true light. This was available to the inner eyes and vision of contemplation. According to Sendler, Orthodox 
Christianity inherited this light theology above all through Dionysus. Sendler asserts that in icons, the mandorla and 
golden colour result from the adaptation of Dionysus’ theology. Sendler 1995, 167, 172–174. However, haloes and 
mandorlas were utilized in Antiquity before Christianity. According to Pearson, an ovoid-shaped mandorla is a 
theologized and de-sexualized adaptation from paganism where the sign and shape of a vagina were linked to female 
goddesses, fertility, and sexuality. Pearson argues that vaginal iconography had still overlapping and 
multidimensional meanings in the Christian Middle Ages. Pearson 2001, 35–42, 82, 93–106.  
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faith, not a decorative surface.150    

    It appears that Lönnebo’s metaphysics is strong yet diverse. It is also consistent with 

Roman Catholic Church’s theology. Lönnebo names God as an Ocean and creation as 

a dewdrop. Elsewhere he expresses the Platonical thought that the physical is an 

imperfect image of the spiritual. Moreover, he writes that the universe is an excellent 

iconostasis of God, shining with the Spirit’s light. Lönnebo calls the connection 

between the spiritual and material world a sacramental worldview. Furthermore, he 

accepts analogie entis. Traditionally, Lutherans have not accepted this doctrine. In 

analogie entis the concept of being associates with both spiritual/material and 

temporal/eternal realities. Thus, it is a Roman Catholic and Thomistic intermediary 

over the abyss between humanity and God. For Lönnebo, the Trinity denotes all life's 

love, connection, and unity. Florensky endorses similar unity of creation as an 

expression of divine love. Thus, Lönnebo expresses a strong ontology of creation. His 

mystical emphasis and icon correspond with this. Nevertheless, Lönnebo’s world 

appears to radiate more created than uncreated light.151  

    Another theological-metaphysical concept is the Holy Sophia, Wisdom of God. 

Jenson and Lönnebo equate Sophia and the Logos-Christ. Jenson notices that Israel’s 

metaphysics from Proverbs has parallels to Greek speculations about the Logos. 

Nonetheless, he underlines the difference: For Jews, wisdom was not in the world to 

be worked out by the wise men, but a voice calling humankind. Thus, Jenson produces 

a Lutheran shift: Wisdom does not appear but is heard. Bahr associates biblical wisdom 

with play and with the liturgy. Lönnebo equates Sophia with cosmic mysticism and 

eternal shape in time that unites knowledge and faith. In brief, Lutheran theologians I 

study express the Sophia as a matrix to single images yet not in a visual or personal 

manner apart from Christ.152 

    Meyendorff and Ouspensky joined in the condemnation of Sergius Bulgakov’s 

Sophiology by the Moscow Patriarchate in 1935. Thus, Ouspensky’s words on Sophia 

are few. He presents no images of Sophia. Ouspensky briefly equates the Incarnated 

 
150 Lönnebo 2015, 26–27; Lönnebo 2006, 17; Lönnebo 2001, 9, 25–26; Lönnebo 1984, 12–13, 21–22; Lönnebo 
1975, 131–144.  
151 Lönnebo 2011, 27; Lönnebo 2009a, 45, 50–56; Lönnebo 2009b, 42, 44; Lönnebo 2006, 88–89; Lönnebo 2001, 
42–43; Florensky 1997, 56–70; Reberg 2002, 54. According to Tollefsen, the idea of God’s loving presence in his 
creation stems from Gregory of Nyssa and Dionysius. Tollefsen 2012, 96–99, 113–117. However, this thought has 
a biblical source as well, like Paul in Acts 17:28: ”For in him we live and move and have our being.” 
152 Lönnebo 2009b, 22–23; Lönnebo 2005, 156; Jenson 1999, 157–159, 284; Jenson & Braaten 1989, 121–122; 
Lönnebo 1975, 157; Bahr 1970, 93.   
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Christ and divine Wisdom and writes that symbolic images of Sophia emerged in the 

fourteenth century, undermining the realistic doctrine of icons. As noted, Ouspensky 

judges Bulgakov but does not associate Florensky with heretic Sophiology. 

Meyendorff teaches that Sophia has been at the centre of Greek Christian consciousness 

and a symbol of Christian truth and beauty of the Orthodox East from the days of 

Emperor Constantine. Meyendorff discloses that Sophia was attributed to Christ as 

Divine Logos, the energies of God, and feminine Greek god Athene. Meyendorff 

distinguishes three stages in Sophiology. First, Sophia was identified with Christ. The 

Slavic stage concentrated on the Mother of God and internal purity. The third stage was 

a realization of cosmic Divine Wisdom and the unity of all creation in God through a 

mystical church. Meyendorff disapproves of the third stage. He places Florensky 

among the Russian intelligentsia and Sophiologists who desired to elaborate Vladimir 

Solovyov’s gnostic mysticism inside the Orthodox Church. Meyendorff writes that 

Florensky’s arguments on Sophia's liturgical and iconographical tradition are hazy. 

Nevertheless, he credits Florensky for his commitment to the subject.153 

    Jenson criticizes Bulgakov for concentrating on Sophia at the expense of the Son and 

the Spirit. Jenson states that this is esoterism and a myth on the verge of nonsense or 

polytheism. Jenson notices that Sophia is not an intellectual construct in Eastern 

mysticism but a visionary and iconic experience. Expressions of this spirituality are 

icons where Sophia and the Mother of God blend. Jenson accuses Bulgakov’s 

mysticism of personal visions, which bypass the experience of the gospel of Christ. 

Florensky was a teacher of Bulgakov. Jenson remarks that Florensky was a hyper-

Platonist more committed to national spirituality than the Christian church. Thus, 

Jenson’s critique is parallel but sharper than Ouspensky’s and Meyendorff’s.154    

    Florensky was in Solovki prison in 1935. Therefore, he could not defend his visions. 

For Florensky, Sophia is a key to Russian religious consciousness. Florensky endorses 

Sophia as an essential unity of the cosmos and metaphysical nature of the creatural 

being. He identifies Sophia with the Guardian Angel of creation, ideal personality of 

the world, an eternal Spouse of the Logos, and Love of God. Furthermore, Sophia the 

 
153 Ouspensky 1992, 245, 359–360; Meyendorff 1987b, 391–401; Ouspensky 1978, see appendix; Kotkavaara 1999, 
30. Florovsky writes that Solovyov was an idealist, follower of Schelling, profound teacher of Christian historicity, 
and a prophet who desired to see all humankind united through the Spirit of Christ. Florovsky criticizes Solovyov 
for favouring obscure paths of Sophiology and Gnosticism instead of Orthodox Christianity. Florovski 2009, 130-
148, 306–307, 357–365. 
154 Jenson 1999, 284; Jenson & Braaten 1989, 121–122.   
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Angel is also human divine prototype. According to Florensky, there is a love-idea-

monad in human beings, attaching it to Life. Holy Sophia is a link that unites the human 

to the divine through his monad. Therefore, Sophia is both divine Essence of God and 

terrestrial energies and manifested wisdom in creation. Florensky clarifies that Sophia 

is neither God nor the world but a personal force that operates between them. Florensky 

identifies Sophia and Holy Spirit since both divinize the creature. Moreover, Florensky 

identifies the church and Mother of God and her Virginity with Sophia.155  

    Florensky claims that Sophiology is part of Russian Christianity and a subject found 

in the Church Fathers and the theology of Byzantium. He finds and studies icons of 

Holy Sophia categorized into three types. In the Novgorodian type, Sophia is an angel 

central to the creation and heavenly power, yet under Christ. In the Yaroslavian variant, 

Sophia relates to crucifixion, Eucharist, and the founding of the Church. In Kievan 

Sophia, Wisdom is with Theotokos, a woman clothed in the sun following the Book of 

Revelation. The icon of Sophia that reveals the essential difference between Florensky 

and the other study theologians. Here Sophia is a personal entity separated from Christ 

and the Trinity.156   

 

 
155 Florensky 2014, 104–132; Florensky 2002, 36–37, 121; Florensky 1997, 235–240, 251–256; Slesinski 1984, 
169–185. 
156 Florensky 2014, 104–132; Florensky 2002, 36–37; Florensky 1997, 241–242, 267–283; Slesinski 1984, 169–
193. 
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Image 9. Holy Wisdom of God. The reproduction of the Novgorod type icon represents Holy Wisdom 

as a red-winged person sitting on a throne. Mary, Christ, John the Baptist, and the angels company Her. 

Florensky explains that Sophia’s wings associate with the world on high. The fiery character of wings 

and body refers to the fullness of spirituality. The caduceus indicates mysterious power over souls. The 

scroll verifies higher knowledge and imperial ornamentation, and the crown is the marks of imperial 

power. Furthermore, the red stone beneath Sophia’s feet indicates the solidity of her support. Heavenly 

blue spheres behind Sophia symbolize her rule over the universe. Florensky explains that icon expresses 

hierarchy: The Saviour is above Sophia, and Mother of God is before her. Image of Sophia foregrounds 

a crucial and controversial question: is Sophia a person? Photographer unknown. Published by Orthodox 

Monastery Icons.157 

 
157 Florensky 1997, 270–272, 399. Onasch presents many symbolical icons of Christ identified as an angel. Onasch 
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Two years after being condemned as a heretic, Bulgakov was freed from the charges. 

Nevertheless, the commission criticized his thoughts on Sophia as a third being 

between God and the world. Moreover, Bulgakov remained a questionable theologian. 

Neither Florensky nor Bulgakov proposed that Sophia is a Fourth Hypostasis in Trinity. 

Nonetheless, especially Florovsky condemned them from Western influences and 

interfering with German idealism. Purmonen argues that the theology represented by 

Bulgakov is valid and ecumenical and forwards Bulgakov’s defence that Sophia has 

the equivalent place and meaning to Palamas’ energies. Apparently, for Ouspensky and 

Meyendorff, a visual personification of Sophia in images is not acceptable. Despite his 

mysticism, Sophia has a minor role in Lönnebo’s theology.158 

    Beauty is another cosmological and metaphysical concept that unites and separates 

Orthodox and Lutherans. Florensky, Ouspensky, and Meyendorff produce a distinction 

between uncreated and created beauty communicated to Christian tradition by 

Dionysus: God is the beauty who dresses all creation in beauty. The beauty of creatures 

is participation in the divine, all-pervasive beauty. Ouspensky expounds that beauty is 

the crowning by God and the seal of conformity of the image by its prototype in images. 

Beauty in the icon is spiritual purity and inner beauty. Florensky endorses the beauty 

of the cosmos born from the infinite love of God and grasped by those who purify 

themselves in the fires of love. Meyendorff quotes the Christological phrase of 

Dostoyevsky that beauty will save the world. He writes that terms like beauty, being, 

and goodness reflect God’s energies. Thus, the Orthodox theologians of this study 

emphasize that there is no secular or autonomous sphere of the world, but all beauty 

and harmony derive from the Logos and the radiance of the Holy Spirit.159    

    For Lönnebo, beauty is a sign of God’s Presence. He connects beauty with holiness, 

 
& Schnieper 1995, 138–139. Kamppuri argues that the concept of energy, which bridges the abyss between God 
and humankind, transfers the problem of subordinationism from Hypostasis to energy. Hence, the category of energy 
appears to produce a similar relation of God and the world to Sophiologists’ concept of divine Sophia as a bridge 
between God and the world. Kamppuri 1988, 17–22, 44, 57–59, 79–80.  
158 Purmonen 2020, 107, 113–119, 243–256. According to Noyce, Russia inherited a cult and theology of Sophia 
from Byzantium and the West, especially through the influence of prominent Lutheran mystic and theosophist Jacob 
Böhme. Despite the rejection of Böhme’s teaching by the Russian Orthodox Church, they were widespread and 
influential on Soloviev. Noyce 2019, 8–15. Ouspensky also laments the influence of Böhme in Russia. Ouspensky 
1992, 423. 
159 Florensky 1997, 72, 210, 476; Meyendorff 1985; Meyendorff 1983a, 27–29; Ouspensky 1978, 217–218; 
Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 35. Huuhtanen notices that beauty is not an aesthetical principle nor experience of the 
subject in Orthodox-Byzantine tradition. Rather, it is a name for a contemplation, life of prayer, and ethical-spiritual 
practice. Hence, beauty is not a sensual value but a spiritual truth of God’s goodness. Earthly beauty and the senses 
are not bad or meaningless, only subordinate to spiritual beauty. Thus, sensual beauty could have been a guiding 
path towards infinite beauty or trap to an ascetic mind. Huuhtanen 1986, 82–86. 
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God’s glory in goodness, truthfulness, and all creation. Moreover, beauty is a way of 

life. It means living with love, holiness, and modesty. For Lönnebo, beauty is 

infinite.160  

    Despite praising beauty, Lönnebo and the Orthodox theologians I study do not utilize 

the term often nor construct theology based on beauty.  

    There is no ontological bridge of beauty leading humans to eternity for Bahr. Thus, 

he denies the metaphysical and absolute character of beauty with idealism. Bahr 

primarily opposes German idealism and Schelling, who believed that beauty and art 

surpass time. For Bahr, beauty is God’s beauty but simultaneously created and outside 

God's self-revelation. Beauty can only verify revelation. This is Bahr’s Western, 

nominalist, and Lutheran move: Clear separation of the special revelation of Christ and 

the Bible from the general revelation of nature and reason. For Bahr, beauty is an event. 

Hence, beauty is more subjective and aesthetical than ontological. He clarifies that 

beauty is a presence of paradise in the present time, but highlights that this is only a 

fleeting moment that does not grant an idealistic escape from reality. Furthermore, Bahr 

accepts the Platonic notion of beauty as the splendour of form but as dismantled from 

idealism. This follows Bahr's critique of Aristotelian-Thomistic aesthetics as formal, 

rational, and external. Aristotelian harmoniousness dominates, and the Platonic 

mystical beauty of creation and clarity remains in a minor role. Moreover, Bahr corrects 

the theology of Karl Barth. According to Bahr, Barth emphasizes God’s unreachable 

beauty unilaterally. This led him to downgrade art and aesthetics. Hence, Bahr grants 

great glory to beauty and art as a playfulness of creation within the natural world.161  

    Bahr emphasizes a denial of metaphysics as a break and a distance between the world 

and God. According to Bahr, art is part of the world. Moreover, he guards a tension 

between Christian faith and artistic existence from incorrect efforts at synthesis. Bahr 

rejects liberal Protestantism because of a thesis that culture and art have a common 

foundation and trend with religious peace of mind. Bahr laments that this religiosity is 

concerned only with the subjective experience of infinity past Christ. Furthermore, 

Bahr criticizes the Reformed theologian Gerardus van der Leeuw. Leeuw denied the 

synthesis between art and religion but stated that artistic beauty and religious holiness 

meet in the doctrine of the incarnation. For Leeuw, the incarnation is one event in 

 
160 Lönnebo 2017, 68–70, 197–200; Lönnebo 2005, 208, 230–231; Lönnebo 2001, 138. 
161 Bahr 1970, 38, 47, 54–55, 111–112, 114–115.  
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history and a general principle. Thus, the cosmos and its forms are sacramental and 

visual arts are the most central arts. Hence, Leeuw acknowledged the Eastern Orthodox 

Church as a flag-bearer of the theology of art. Moreover, Leeuw attacks the theology 

of the Reformation. For him, it is extremely word orient. In addition, it is iconoclastic 

in its denial of form and withdrawal from concrete reality, where the bond between of 

humankind and God prevails because of the incarnation. Contrary, Bahr limits 

participation in God in Christ to God’s word and sacraments, denying the general and 

metaphysical connection.162 

    Bahr writes that the art of the twentieth century has questioned the old Gothic and 

Renaissance law of central composition which is based on the analogie entis -principle. 

Bahr names this principle as Platonic and Scholastic vision of analogy between 

supernatural and natural worlds. Analogy denotes that the earthly world is an objective 

and hierarchical, mirror-like equivalence of the heavenly world. The supernatural 

lightens continues and completes the natural. Thus, there is no break, distance, or 

opposition between them or between creation and redemption. Here the idea of art 

identifies with nature. In contrast to ontological Roman Catholic theology and 

aesthetics, evangelicalism is personal and existential. The analogy applies to the entire 

creation and art to reflect the divine. Bahr’s example of this doctrine is the golden 

background of artwork symbolizing the metaphysical and transcendental foundation of 

the world. Thus, Bahr indirectly criticizes Orthodox icons, associating them with 

analogie entis and the Renaissance perception of images. With Barth, Bahr rejects the 

doctrine of analogy as a bridge that unites the Creator with creation. He claims that the 

art of his time has done the same. Nevertheless, losing central composition does not 

denote a rejection of God, but rejection of the medieval worldview and severity of 

humans as external observers of the world.163  

    Jenson’s beauty is Trinitarian beauty, a living exchange between Father, Son, and 

Spirit. He follows Jonathan Edwards, who contradicted Augustine-Thomistic tradition 

by stating that beauty denotes inward pluralism and that God is Beauty because God is 

 
162 Bahr 1970, 34–40.   
163 Bahr 1970, 27–31, 61–67. Vainio clarifies that Barth criticized Przywara's analogie entis doctrine for being 
overly extensive and sparsely Christological and for not sufficiently concerning the human sinful state. Hence, Barth 
argued that Christ should be the only mediator between humanity and God, not the philosophical principle. 
According to Vainio, Barth's risked separating humanity and God, noticed this, and his response was close to 
analogie entis. Vainio 2013, 105. I notice that Tillich’s method of correlation resembles analogie entis -doctrine.  
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Trinity.164 Moreover, the world's beauty is the cosmic actuality of Jesus’ Spirit and the 

world’s openness to the final triumph of God’s love. Thus, Jenson expresses the non-

nominalist difference from Bahr. Jenson understands beauty as the dramatic and 

dangerous story of salvation history in Israel and Jesus of Nazareth. Jenson defines 

beauty as an event too, however, he also defines God as an event. God happens in the 

stage of the world and the Church’s liturgy. Jenson differs from the Orthodox view by 

emphasizing God and beauty's natural and historical character. Moreover, he agrees 

with Edwards by writing that the life of the Trinity is sweet and harmonious music. 

Jenson's theology is musical theology. He names God as a fugue. However, his accent 

differs from Bahr because of the immanent and liturgical nature of the Trinity.165 

    Jenson locates the origin of Christian image theology in Greek art and Plato: An 

image is a product of an artist's work. It is an imitation. It expresses relation and 

resemblance. Similarly, images of deities were temporal visibility of the timeless. Plato 

thought that images are almost nothing, yet still midway between being and non-being. 

Thus, he understood image in the realm of empirical and ephemeral reality yet still as 

the ectype of perfect spiritual reality. Subsequently, the image came to denote the 

bridge between God and humanity. Philosophers described hierarchical series of 

images, like God’s thoughts, as archetypes that the lower, created reality imitates. An 

aesthetic relation of imitation intended to be a mediation, which would bridge the gap 

between timeless deity and sheer temporality.166 

    According to Jenson, Origen adopted this theory of images to Christian thought. 

Origen’s premise is the unknown God and Platonical knowledge of lower sensory and 

higher intellectual beholding. The ontological difference between God and creation is 

insurmountable to human words or intellect’s capacity. Nevertheless, it is possible to 

know God with the language of symbols and images. Like Plato, Origen proposes that 

the image is dependent on its archetype, which it reflects and reveals like a mirror. 

Thus, through the image, it is possible to know the prototype. Christ is the image of 

God. Furthermore, Jesus’ soul is the image of eternal Logos. Christ’s humanity, 

 
164 Jenson notices that after Thomas identifies God as beauty, his discourse about beauty is astonishingly bland. 
Furthermore, Thomas contradicts himself when he names God as both beauty and simplicity and beauty as the 
harmony of ordered plurality. Thus, according to Jenson, the Thomistic God is beautiful only for to humans, not in 
Godself. Jenson fashions theology of beauty by arguing that the Son is divine harmony, the Holy Spirit clarifies the 
Father to the Son and the Son to the Father. Jenson 2014, 208–215. 
165 Jenson 2014, 207–215; Jenson 1997, 234–236; Braaten & Jenson 1984, 174–176, 221. Also, Lönnebo names 
music as beauty closest to God. Reberg 2002, 118.  
166 Jenson 2014, 173–174; Braaten & Jenson 1989, 114–115; Jenson 1988, 41, 43; Jenson 1969, 34–37. 
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terrestrial life, and deeds are, in turn, an image of His soul. For Origen, words and 

historical events of the Scriptures are subordinate images of eternal truths and hidden 

objects from inward visions of the Evangelists. Jenson suggests that after Origen, the 

metaphysical ontology of images extended beyond Christology, offering a model for 

Christian theology of images. Jenson judges this theology untenable. He even names 

Hellenistic image theology as late antique theosophy. Also, Jenson criticizes icons’ 

traditional stylistic elements. The flat surface and the golden background.167    

    Jenson writes that in Aristotle’s philosophy and Hellenism the concept of being 

signified permanent and self-satisfied divinity within and without the cosmos. 

Moreover, like Plato’s ideas, being is immunity to time. Analogously, being denotes 

likeness to the divine. Furthermore, ideas are objects of knowledge or shapes that the 

body’s mind’s eye sees. According to Jenson, Eastern theology accepts this concept 

although liberating God by apophatic theology. Jenson criticizes analogie entis -

doctrine for its Hellenistic concept of being as a shape that appears. Moreover, he 

identifies comparability of God’s being and creatures’ being with resemblance of 

archetype to ectype. Aquinas’ God is both beyond knowledge and knowable through 

analogy. Similarly, creatures are images of God, both resembling and not resembling 

God. Hence, Aquinas proposed one version of the same artisan-prototype-image 

ontology as Origen: Existence imitates, it participates, and likeness its first cause.168  

    Jenson shows the limits of this ontology. For Jenson, an analogy is not a solution to 

theology or a set of usage rules but it names a difficulty. Moreover, the Platonic image 

signifies the inborn dynamism of human, striving towards perfection. Paul’s name for 

this is justification by works. For Jenson to be is to be heard of. To be is to be addressed 

by God and mentioned in triune conversation. This happens through creatures, masks 

of God, like Luther said. Furthermore, Jenson considers being as univocal rather than 

analogous. The difference between Creator and creature is not conceptual but narrative. 

By narration, Jenson implies the creation and incarnation of God. There is a distance 

between Creator and creatures, but creation itself is a place open to God. Jenson quotes 

John of Damascus’ words: “that place is called God’s place that more fully participate 

in his energy and grace.”169  Presence encountered in medieval, Western and Eastern 

traditions is confusing. 

 
167 Jenson 2014, 172–175; Braaten & Jenson 1989, 114–115; Jenson 1969, 26–34, 37–48. 
168 Jenson 2014, 158; Jenson 1999, 35–38; Jenson 1997, 207–216; Jenson 1969, 81–82. 
169 Jenson 1999, 161–162; Jenson 1997, 225–226; Jenson 1969, 91–94.  
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    As presented, many of these questions and thoughts contradict others. Critique is in 

the air. Presence encountered in medieval, Western and Eastern traditions is confusing. 

Moreover, metaphysical and ontological undercurrents are relatively unexplored in an 

ecumenical discussion. Firstly, is Florensky a pantheist? His homoousian philosophy 

denotes a consubstantial and organic unity of the universe. Consubstantial indicates 

sameness. Nevertheless, he accepts Christian creation and rejects emanation. Thus, one 

answer is “no” or at most ambivalent “yes” and “no”. Alternatively, Florensky supports 

Panentheism, creation in and within God, like his friend Bulgakov. Nonetheless, the 

path towards ecumenical unity and sober Christianity indicates moderation on 

metaphysical Sophiology as an enhancement of the doctrine of the Trinity. Moreover, 

Florensky’s organic cosmos appear to be an Eastern version of Schelling’s pantheistic 

nature -philosophy, which deviates from Christianity in ecumenical aspects. Lönnebo 

appears more plausiblely reverent towards the whole creation.170   

    Secondly, does Bahr represent a theology of the abyss between human and God? He 

would deny this critique by reminding us that he is a Christian, not a deist. According 

to Bahr, there is no Christian metaphysics. To the absence of energies, Bahr – and 

apparently Lutherans in general – could apply Western comprehension of God’s divine 

simplicity or Occam’s razor: Why speak about energies when the Trinity has been 

revealed? Apparently, Orthodox theologians would regard Bahr’s denial of God’s 

presence in the structure of the world as jeopardizing the economy of salvation (see 

also 3.2.2). Nevertheless, I see Bahr as a nominalist. I deduce that this corresponds with 

his German neo-Kantian interpretation of personal-existential Lutheranism and weak 

theology of images. He criticizes metaphysics, ontology, and idealism because of this. 

To Orthodox critics this is a usual and easy target. For example, Florensky identifies 

as a strict realist and considers nominalism next to nihilism. According to Giakalis, the 

traditional Eastern Orthodox comprehension of icons denies nominalism because the 

icon and name of the depicted person correspond with reality and prototype. I leave the 

question open whether nominalism or realism best correspond with Christianity.171 

    Newer Finnish research on Luther demonstrates that his earlier anti-metaphysical 

interpretation stated that God could be present in the world only in God’s actual effects, 

 
170 Florensky 2020, 20–21, 65; Florensky 1997, 209–210; Purmonen 2020, 107; Giakalis 2005, 86. According to 
Slesinski, Florensky believes in the difference between God and humanity and between identities, even though he 
does not elaborate a doctrine, for example, the doctrine of the analogy of being to prove that. Slesinski offers 
analogie entis as a corrective to Florensky’s theology. Slesinski 1984, 193–211. 
171 Bahr 1970, 208. 
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not in God’s being. This appears to place Bahr on the side of Barlmaan in Meyendorff’s 

dividing line. The Finnish school argues that Luther approved the medieval ontological 

connection of God and creation. Jenson and Lönnebo follow this ontologically stronger 

line. Thus, an easy ecumenical path would leave Bahr’s neo-Kantian and nominalist 

Lutheranism. However, Luther attached being-ontology and natural theology to natural 

human love, which seeks God in glory for its good. Luther posited a strong theology of 

creation: God can be found even in a leaf. Luther highlighted that saving God could be 

founded only through faith, God’s annunciation, and Christ. Thus, also Jenson deems 

natural theology and natural human love as insufficient. For him and perhaps for 

Lutheranism, the problem is not ontology but the theology of glory, which opposes 

Christian theology of the cross by orienting towards God's goodness, beauty, and 

majesty. Apparently, some Lutherans eschew the golden background of icons because 

of this. Hence, Jenson proves that not only Kant bridles at Lutheran metaphysics. For 

him, Christian metaphysics is Christ.172      

   The concept of energy may have either iconographic or ontological meaning in 

Orthodox theology of icons. John of Damascus did not utilize this concept but 

equivalent grace and Holy Spirit. Indeed, at least neo-Palamists place Orthodox icons 

on the side of Palamas’ theology, not accompanied by Barlaam’s symbols. 

Nevertheless, Meyendorff’s neo-Palamist weight is more on the possibility of direct 

encounter with God than material icons. However, Ouspensky and Florensky see icons 

as part of light-filled reality. I found it revealing that theology of divine light connects 

Florensky with Ouspensky and Meyendorff. For me, Florensky’s open Platonism is 

more convincing than Ouspensky’s and Meyendorff’s separation from it. Regardless, 

God’s energies denote a metaphysical and soteriological connection between humanity 

and God. Moreover, I deduce that energy-theology is at least one explanation behind 

the strong theology of images. Thus, the question of ecumenical possibilities in 

Lutherans and Orthodox theology of images culminates in Christian/Platonic theology 

of energy/light. This is especially the case for golden backgrounds of icons. Thus, 

Orthodox cosmology, where matter is pregnant with the spiritual presence of the holy, 

is the precondition for agreement on images. Here the biblical roots of cosmic 

Christianity and Luther’s sacramental realism expressed in his doctrine of the ubiquity 

of Christ and real presence of the Eucharist could capacitate rapport between the 

 
172 Braaten & Jenson 1998, 214; Juntunen 1998, 129–153. 



83 
 
 

Lutheran Church and Eastern Orthodox Church.173  

    Energy is a foreign concept to most Lutherans. For example, Bahr never mentions 

it. This is an ecumenical oddity. Nor does he utilize the concept of uncreated light. 

Nonetheless, he indeed agrees that God is light. Similarly, Jenson hardly mentions 

energy. He does not construct his theology based on metaphysical light. Thus, there is 

no need for gold either. God’s energy should be seen together with an unknown God. 

However, Lutherans may refer to Paul’s words in Acts 17:23: “For as I walked around 

and looked carefully at your objects of worship, I even found an altar with this 

inscription: TO AN UNKNOWN GOD. So you are ignorant of the very thing you worship—

and this is what I am going to proclaim to you.” Lutheran interpretation of Paul’s 

theology may ignore the emphasis of an unknown God and its solution, God’s energies. 

Furthermore, equating energy and grace demonstrates the different comprehension of 

the term: For Lutherans, grace signifies salvation as a gift from God against the heresy 

of salvation through human deeds.174        

    Is there still a Lutheran equivalent to energy? Lutheran professor of ecumenism Risto 

Saarinen and Lutheran bishop Juha Pihkala remark that the Christological concept of 

the Word of God could be the Lutheran equivalent for energy. These terms have 

differences: Through the concept of energy/light Orthodox theologians of this study 

understand living Christianity and salvation as a mystical and contemplative vision of 

God. Lutheran comprehension of the Word of God is about the audible. However, here 

Lutheran theology divides. In Ritschl's and Bahr’s theology word of God proceeds from 

God and enables a relationship between God and a humankind. In new Finnish Luther 

research and Jenson, the Word of God is Christ. Jenson’s theology demonstrates how 

this emphasis opens up eschatological and ecclesiological dimensions. This strong 

Christological ontology could be ecumenically notable in image theology since Christ 

is also an image. Jenson does not elaborate on this thought but writes that the Word is 

visible and thus available. Meyendorff repeats that energies are God for us. However, 

Lutherans usually limit the saving encounter to God’s word and sacraments. Thus, 

Jenson and Bahr prefer hearing over seeing and word and speech over image and vision. 

Nonetheless, light and darkness are biblical terms and symbols representing holiness 

and sin. Perhaps the pervasive light of icons could signify God’s grace and justification 

 
173 Metzke 1968, 11–14, 16–19, 25–27, 35, 47–49, 59.   
174 However, Jenson mentions Jonathan Edward’s concept of divine light as a union of Holy Spirit and a saint. 
Jenson 1988, 71. 



84 
 
 

for Lutherans. Yet, in Lutheranism, the light signifies the word of God, faith’s 

knowledge of the hidden God, and an Augustinian mystical Christ as the inward light 

of humanity.175  

    Energy is not a biblical term, although Meyendorff’s equivalents, especially God’s 

power, are. The term derives from Aristotle’s where it signifies substances’ activity. 

However, Aristotle and the Neo-Platonist Plotinus utilize it metaphysically to describe 

an activity, self-sufficiency, and the Life of eternal intelligents and God. Moreover, 

Plotinus construed the doctrine of double activity: Every entity has an internal activity 

that belongs to the essence and external activity that goes outside the essence. Similarly, 

the Cappadocian and other Church Fathers Christianized the term in their discussion of 

God’s knowability, Trinitarian relations, creation, and participation of God and 

humanity. For the Church Fathers and Palamas, creation happened ex nihilo from God’s 

free will. Thus, they avoided the theory of emanation, pantheism, and the Aristotelian 

concept of an eternal universe.176  

    By energy, God creates, preserves, rules, and transforms creation to the eternal state. 

Hence, this tradition sounds much like the Lutheran Church’s theology of creation, 

providence, law, and sanctification by God. However, the difference is that the Eastern 

Orthodox Church heightens the transcendental character of creation because of the 

Platonic inheritance of the Fathers. Sources of Lutheran cosmology are more limited to 

biblical Christology. Furthermore, the Church Fathers utilized the distinction between 

the unknown nature of God and God’s visible and understandable works and 

operations. Thus, their idea was that creation testifies to the invisible God. Therefore, 

Palamas’ concept of energy as God itself produces a much stronger concept of energy 

that differs from patristic theology.177   

    The Lutheran–Orthodox Joint Commission in 1998 noticed the differences in 

terminologies but appeared not to see a great chasm between two denominations even 

though the Lutheran Church does not distinguish between essence and energy. The 

common link is God’s grace that flows from God’s love for creation. However, Jenson 

 
175 Jenson 1999, 35–36, 159, 286, 295; Jenson 1997, 165–171, 210; Bahr 1970, 227–233; Pihkala 2017, 72–73; 
Karimies 2017, 188–194; Saarinen 1997. For detailed analysis on Luther’s concept of light, see Karimies 2017.   
176 Meyendorff 1975, 94–97; Meyendorff 1974, 38–39; Tollefsen 2012, 5, 17–23. 
177 Jenson 1997, 214; UBIPETRUS2019, 2020; Tollefsen 2012, 33–38, 190. Tollefsen writes that Dionysius’ 
cosmology resembles Neo-Platonist Proclus: God’s activity through remaining, procession and conversion 
Dionysius’ apprehension of a symbol resembles Plotinus’ double activity. Dionysius utilizes the neo-Platonic 
concept of causation, suggesting a pantheistic doctrine of the eternal world emanating from God. Tollefsen 2012, 
66–67, 111. 
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and Kamppuri noticed that the Palamist concept of energy repeats the same problems 

as forsaken Sophiology. Moreover, according to Karttunen, Palamas’ accent on God’s 

presence in divine energies threatens to circumvent Trinitarian Hypostases beyond 

participation. Karttunen refers to Reinhard Flogaus, who noticed that Palamas utilized 

the Trinitarian theology of Augustine who had a modest and even opposing attitude 

towards crafted images. The Eastern Orthodox Church verified Palamas teaching in the 

Fifth Council of Constantinople in 1351. Therefore, according to Flogaus, this council 

does not deserve high authority. Furthermore, Karttunen notices that neo-Palamists 

after Meyendorff have paid attention to this criticism. It appears that modern Orthodox 

theologians, like John Zizioulas share Flogaus’ critical remarks.178  

    Jenson elaborates a significant theological line that ties together the theology of icons 

and the Hellenistic-Scholastic analogy of being. Moreover, Jenson considers the core 

of Orthodox icon theology, the image-prototype -formula, as untenable and a Platonic 

misstep of the notorious Origen. Similarly, Bahr connects Orthodox image theology to 

Platonism and Thomism. Are these claims legitimate? In other words, are analogie 

entis and essence-energy patterns similar? Lönnebo endorses both analogie entis and 

the essence-energy -pattern. Hence, he differs from Bahr and Jenson. Nevertheless, this 

highlights that these schemas appear similar. Lönnebo does not utilize his strong 

metaphysics to icons but remains on more general grounds. Obviously, Bahr and 

Jenson do not see a great difference between Palamas and Aquinas (or Barlaam) or 

stress the East/West divide. They produce a Lutheran distinction between natural, 

justification by works theology and Christian theology of grace. Thus, it appears that 

Orthodox theologians judge Lutherans as part of the bad West with Roman Catholics 

while Lutherans judge Orthodox as part of bad natural theology with Roman Catholics. 

Similarities remain unspoken.179  

    Meyendorff, Ouspensky, and Florensky do not express any support to analogie entis. 

Moreover, Ouspensky judges it with Roman Catholic Church’s natural theology. Thus, 

for him, Jenson’s accusation is absurd. It appears that the theology of image before and 

behind the icon is almost a blind spot to Ouspensky. He mentions Origen a few times 

as a kibitzer of iconoclasts. The meaning of icons is a safeguard of orthodox 

Christology. However, Christology as a theological discipline is not Ouspensky’s 

 
178 Saarinen 2017; Karttunen 2013, 78–79.  
179 Apparently, Lönnebo has inherited his essence-energy -distinction from Christos Yannaras’ existential 
interpretation of it. Karttunen 2013, 82.   
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theory of the precursor to image theology. Nevertheless, he writes at a general level: 

“Through the classical traditions of Alexandrine art, which had preserved Greek 

Hellenism in its purest form, Christian art becomes heir to the traditions of the ancient 

art of Greece.”180 Lönnebo writes bluntly that icon theology has Platonic roots that 

should not be shamed. He considers Greek dualism and primacy of spiritual reality as 

compatible with Christianity. Florensky agrees on this. Furthermore, Meyendorff 

explains that Origen's theology influenced Eastern Christianity but corrected it.181 He 

confirms, like Jenson, that after paganism was no longer a real danger to the Christian 

Church, it adopted Greek elements and arguments. This happened especially in the case 

of images. Furthermore, Meyendorff writes that the Orthodox Church inherited the 

theology of images from Neo-Platonism through the Origenist school and Dionysius.182     

    Hellenistic and Platonic influence on the theology of Christian image appears to be 

evident, although Ouspensky avoids writing anything positive about the latter. 

Relationship with Christology, Origenism, and theology of images appear relevant. 

Thus, the underlying question behind image theology is not whether or not it is based 

on Platonism. Instead, the question is how Christianity and Platonism can identify. 

According to Seppälä, the concept of beauty verifies the continuum of Platonism 

through Platonic Church Fathers like Clement of Alexandria,183 Basil the Great, and 

Gregory of Nyssa. Ouspensky’s apology for icons follows the position of Florovsky. 

He insisted that the Orthodox Church is anti-Platonic against Harnack and a professor 

of moral theology in Moscow, Mihail Tarejev. He accused the tradition of Greek-

Byzantium and the Church Fathers of Platonism. However, the voice of these critiques 

is diminished. Ouspensky and Meyendorff, the Seventh Ecumenical Council and 

Orthodox teaching on icons are maybe partly rooted in neo-Platonic heritage but 

 
180 Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 31.  
181 Meyendorff explains that for Origen, only eternal truths mattered. In the neo-Platonic concept of creation, 
materiality, diversity, and the creature’s inferiority to God are consequences of the Fall. God creates only eternal 
spirits or minds, which are identical to God. Thus, the goal of life was to restore the unity of created mind and God. 
Meyendorff reminds us that Origen’s thoughts were debated even in his lifetime. Meyendorff mentions the 
anthropological doctrine of theosis as an example of correction. Another example is that Orthodox monasticism 
transformed “prayer of the mind” developed by the successor of Origen, Evagrios, to the “prayer of Jesus”. 
Meyendorff 1983a, 34–42; Meyendorff 1975, 47–60; Meyendorff 1974, 17. 
182 Lönnebo 1997, 19; Ouspensky 1992, 483; Lönnebo 1984, 6; Ouspensky 1978, 42; Meyendorff 1975, 47–60, 
174–176, 183; Meyendorff 1974, 17; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 27; Annala 1993, 92–93. Lönnebo calls Origen a 
great master. Lönnebo 2001, 18. Similarly, Florensky acknowledges him but criticizes that Origen ignored Holy 
Spirit in his theology. Florensky 1997, 84–86. According to Lossky, Protestant theologians like Karl Barth and 
Anders Nygren rejected the theology of the image as extra-biblical. Lossky opposes this argument, although with 
remarks probably agreed by Barth and Nygren: human and Christ are images of God according to the Scriptures. 
Lossky 1985, 126–138. 
183 An Alexandrian Church Father from the second and third centuries. Clement was a Christian philosopher who 
combined Christian theology and Hellenistic philosophy.    
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corrected and Christianized: The goodness of the material world and bodily life is 

fortified, and philosophical ideas replaced by Trinitarian energies. Ouspensky 

emphasizes that icon art is realistic, not idealistic. Moreover, Meyendorff clarifies that 

Palamism denoted the final defeat of Platonism because Palamas eliminated Plato’s 

metaxu, an autonomous reality of ideas between God and creatures. 

    Meyendorff writes that Dionysius was follower of Origen’s neo-Platonic 

“Alexandrian vision”. Although the pagan Proclus influenced him, Dionysius’ 

hierarchy is not a consequence of the Fall but the divine order. Nevertheless, 

Meyendorff sees Dionysius’ hierarchical worldview as based on a Platonic senses/-

mind dichotomy and his grouping of beings into triads on a mystical individualism of 

Gnosticism that overlooks Church, sacraments, and incarnation. According to 

Meyendorff, Barlaam followed Dionysius while Palamas produced a Christological 

corrective of him. Thus, Barlaam’s idea that replaced real encountering of living God 

with mere intellect, symbol,184 and imagination derived from Dionysius. Furthermore, 

Meyendorff identifies Barlaam as a humanist and a nominalist. Moreover, Meyendorff 

joins nominalism and Reformation together. Hence, Bahr is another Barlaam for him. 

However, Pino questions Meyendorff for associating Barlaam with the Italian 

Renaissance and nominalism. Pino asserts that this stamp is an old narrative and 

rhetoric of Russian Slavophiles. I add that the Lutheran Church’s past and present 

relationship with nominalism is more complex than Meyendorff states.185 

    Nevertheless, an area of ambiguity and disagreement remains. Perhaps it could be 

summarized that the content of Orthodox theology is Christian against Platonism. 

However, the form and pattern of this content are Platonist. In other words, perhaps 

Jenson’s analysis is correct, but his conclusive denial of antique theosophy is a 

 
184 Meyendorff’s negative use of symbolism can be confusing. I demonstrated earlier that Ouspensky and Florensky 
utilize symbolism as part of their positive image theology.  According to Meyendorff, Barlaam endorsed only “the 
dark side” of Dionysius’ symbol that corresponded with his apophatic theology, while the positive side of the symbol 
and possibility to encounter God was diminished. 
185 Meyendorff 1975, 91–109; Meyendorff 1964, 42, 132–133, 187–192, 205–209; Pino 2017, 54–63; Gavrilyuk 
2008, 716–719. According to Louth, Meyendorff’s apprehension of nominalism is mudded. Louth 2020, 187. Culpa 
explains that before Meyendorff, Eastern Orthodox Church had fully accepted Dionysus. Culpa joins with 
Romanides by arguing that Palamas and Dionysius belong to the same tradition. Thus, Romanides asserts that their 
opposition and Palamas’ corrective is fiction. In other words, Romanides considers Dionysus’ hierarchies and 
symbolic intermediaries as compatible with Christianity and incarnation, unlike Meyendorff. Culpa 2017. According 
to Ivanovic, Dionysius differs from Neo-Platonism: He verified the Trinitarian unity of God rather than emanated 
hypostases. He confessed the goodness of the cosmos and God’s love for it. Moreover, he considered the ascent of 
mysticism as a cooperation of humanity and God while Plotinus left all burden to humanity. To Dionysius, Christian 
mysticism was not a journey to the original non-created state of humanity. Ivanovic 2010, 17–21. Gavrilyuk clarifies 
that for more the mystical theologians Lossky and Bulgakov, Dionysius is more central and acceptable, while 
Meyendorff’s Christological theology question is more ambiguous. Gavrilyuk 2008, 719. Similarly, Bahr hardly 
mentions Dionysius, while Lönnebo acknowledges his importance in East and West. Lönnebo 1975, 131–132. 
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caricature. Moreover, the vast theological schema hardly originates from only one 

author. Nevertheless, dependency and difference on Platonist metaphysics cause 

ecumenical obstacles between Lutherans and Orthodox in the field of images. This 

difference returns us to Lutheran theology of the cross: Natural human love 

spiritualizes God while the theology of the cross witnesses to God in material reality 

and the miseries of humanity. An Orthodox counterargument would remind us that 

monasteries are bastions of poverty, humbleness, and simplicity. Paying attention to 

Word of God implies that ecumenical concord in the question of images is possible 

within Christology.186 

    In Christianity, all roads lead to Christ. Without the Saviour, august concepts and 

destinations are only human idealism and philosophers' daydreams. The following 

chapter concerns the Son of God.  

 

2.2. Christ and Image 

2.2.1. Visible God – Christ as a Foundation of Image Theology  
“The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the 

glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth”187 

 

In this subchapter, I examine the meaning of Christ in image theologies. In the 

introduction, I presented Christology of ecumenical councils. It appears that individual 

 
186 Meyendorff 1974, 122; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 41; Seppälä 2010, 121–124; Florovsky 2009, 327–334; 
Mannermaa 1983, 66. Bastubacka and Kotkavaara take neo-Platonic roots of Orthodox image theology for granted. 
Bastubacka 2018, 93; Kotkavaara 1999, 1. Lossky asserts that the Palamist concept of light differs from Platonism: 
Uncreated light surpasses both the sensible lights of nature and light of intelligence. Lossky identifies light and 
grace. Lossky 1985, 58–59. According to Brown, the Eastern Orthodox Church inherited its theology of image from 
neo-Platonic Proclus through the works of Dionysius, Maximus the Confessor, and John of Damascus. He criticizes 
this theology for overemphasizing the heavenly and timeless reality at the expense of earthly and historical reality. 
This transcendental character jeopardizes the natural connection between the material and spiritual world. Moreover, 
it aims to lift humanity to eternity through material objects. Hence, Brown sees Orthodox transfiguration of the 
world close to a flight from the world. On the contrary, the Renaissance excessively stressed immanence and 
material reality. This was because Renaissance thinkers interpret Platonism through Christian incarnation and the 
humanistic freedom of humanity. Thus, Brown invokes a balance of materiality and spirituality that differs from 
Ouspensky’s, Florensky’s, and Meyendorff’s comprehension of it. Brown claims that the practice and theology of 
icons obtained a more transcendental character in iconoclastic struggles. Therefore, Oriental Orthodox churches 
preserved the balance of the world better. Brown 2004, 42–44, 52–60, 65–69, 73–78, 80–83. Florovsky considered 
iconoclasm as heavily influenced by the theology of Origen. History, bodily life, and visible images were Platonic 
shadows for Origen. Florovsky admits that the image-prototype -distinction is Platonic. However, he separates 
Christianity from Platonism by reminding us that Christians do not produce images from eternal realities but 
historical personalities. Florovsky 1950, 87–96. Moreover, Giakalis joins Origen and iconoclasm. Giakalis 2005, 
70–71. 
187 John 1:14.  
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theologians of this study follow general positions of the two churches: Lutheran 

theologians accept the first four councils and to some extent all seven, Orthodox 

theologians accept all seven. Jenson and Lönnebo accept the Seventh Ecumenical 

Council, at least with their interpretation. Therefore, the question is the meaning of the 

fifth and sixth councils for the theology of images. My sources leave this meaning 

unelaborated. Thus, I deduce that apart from the Quinisext Council in Trullo, these 

councils are not essential in defining Lutheran or Orthodox image theology. At any 

rate, all six theologians accept Christ as Logos and the true Image of God. Ouspensky 

and Jenson mention this twofold emphasis. In this subchapter I also address the 

theology of the Eucharist.188  

    First, I briefly describe the Christological characters of theologians I study. 

Florensky’s Christology is somewhat tenuous. He concentrates on the victory of 

homoousian philosophy and Holy Sophia. However, Christ, who became flesh, is a 

Divine Light and an ontological bridge between humanity and God. Moreover, Christ 

is a bearer of ideal humanity. Lönnebo’s Christology is relatively modest. Perhaps this 

is because he desires to address secularized people, but he writes naturally on Christ as 

a spiritual mentor and subject of prayers. He stresses Christ’s sacrifice and self-

abandonment as an expression of God’s eternal love towards humankind. Christology 

is central in Bahr’s theology against Liberal Protestantism and metaphysical 

speculations.189 

    For Jenson, Christ is God’s utterance, spoken word, and Alpha and Omega of 

creation. Jenson’s theology of temporality identifies God with salvation history, Jesus 

of Nazareth, and His life, death, and resurrection. Moreover, Jenson denies Christ’s 

impassible and divine nature and pre-existing Logos before or apart from the historical 

Jesus. Meyendorff presents a pervasive picture of Eastern Christology. It appears sober 

and credible. He demonstrates anti-Platonic Christology. As Cyril of Alexandria190 

formulated: “One of the Holy Trinity suffered in flesh”. Council of Ephesus elaborated 

 
188 Jenson 1999, 286; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 25.   
189 Florensky 2017, 36, 111–112; Lönnebo 2015, 79–83; Lönnebo 2011, 109–116; Florensky 1997, 40–46, 70; 
Lönnebo 1975, 243–245; Slesinski 1984, 79–91, 149–151. 
190 Cyril of Alexandria was an archbishop of Alexandria and a prominent Church Father of the fifth century. He is 
a saint in the Eastern Orthodox Church and Roman Catholic Church. Cyril opposed the theology of Nestorius. He 
is generally accepted as orthodox despite the notion that Christ has only one divine nature. This is because, for him, 
nature signified the same as hypostasis. Thus, Cyril has been an ecumenically influential theologian between Eastern 
and Oriental Orthodox churches. According to Meyendorff, Cyril practically recognized Christ’s two natures, but 
his terminology could not provide sufficient weight to Christ’s humanity. Jenson writes rather similarly. Jenson 
1997, 128–130; Meyendorff 1975, 18–20; McKinion 2011, 126–127.       
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that Mary is Theotokos and not just the mother of the “flesh” of Christ. Moreover, the 

union of the two natures of Christ in Chalcedon allowed us to express that the Son of 

God died on the cross. Ouspensky’s theology has similar centrality in Christ.191    

    According to Ouspensky, Meyendorff, and Lönnebo, positive Christian image 

theology is based on the incarnation of Christ. Especially Ouspensky and Meyendorff 

join this statement with Seventh Ecumenical Council. Meyendorff cites John of 

Damascus:  

If we made an image of the invisible God, we would certainly be in error. But we do nothing 

of the sort, for we are not in error if we make the image of the incarnate God, who appeared on 

earth in the flesh, and who, in his ineffable goodness, lived with human beings and assumed the 

nature, the thickness, the shape and the color of the flesh.192 

Hence, the incarnation of Christ is a cornerstone of the Council’s teaching that rejects 

iconoclasm and reinterprets the Second Commandment. This is also Lönnebo’s 

position. Similarly, for Bahr, incarnation signifies affirmation of Christian art and 

denial of iconoclasm. He does not mention the council. Jenson and Florensky do not 

mention directly that incarnation is a foundation of positive image theology. 

Nonetheless, I assume they also share this thought. Jenson refers to Seventh 

Ecumenical Council and writes that the painted image of Christ is unquestionably 

possible. Furthermore, Florensky joins with the Seventh Ecumenical Council against 

iconoclasts. Thus, it is precisely the dogma of incarnation that verifies and corresponds 

with the theology of images. This highlights Christ’s person as a centre of image 

theology. The Nativity of Christ is popular for icons and Christian art. Ouspensky and 

Lönnebo present this icon as an expression of incarnation. I utilize the Christmas icon 

in chapter 3.1.1.193   

    Ouspensky explains that the kontakion of the Triumph of Orthodoxy from 843 is the 

best example that connects icons to the incarnation of Christ and human salvation:  

 
191 Jenson 2014, 119–123; Jenson 1997, 125–145, 165–179, 189–206; Jenson 1995, 6–7, 14, 35–36; Meyendorff 
1982, 57–58; Meyendorff 1975, 21–23, 41–42, 61–63, 69–89. Jenson explains that before incarnation – if the word 
“before” is possible in the life of Trinity – the Son was in relation with the Father. Jenson 2014, 122. Florovsky 
claims that Florensky was an introverted writer and more interested in private opinions than dogmas of the Church. 
Moreover, Florensky bypasses Christ and salvation through the sacraments and the existing fullness of the Spirit. In 
addition, Florovsky criticizes that Sophia and the Mother of God replace Christ in Florensky’s theology. Florovsky 
2009, 401–407.  
192 Meyendorff 1975, 179. 
193 Jenson 2014, 171; Lönnebo 2006, 22; Jenson 1999, 286; Lönnebo 1997, 10; Florensky 1996, 71; Meyendorff 
1992, 40; Meyendorff 1975, 177–193; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 31, 34, 157–158. 
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No one could describe the Word of the Father;                                                                                         but 

when He took flesh from you, O Theotokos, He accepted to be described,                                   

and restored the fallen image to its former beauty.                                                                                  We 

confess and proclaim our salvation in word and images.194 

For Ouspensky, this ties holy images inalienably together with the essence of 

Christianity and patristic formula: “God became man so that man could become God.”. 

Ouspensky and Meyendorff explain that the image of Jesus Christ is a confirmation 

and a proof of incarnation and a testimony of Parousia. Concurrently, they maintain 

with the Seventh Ecumenical Council that denial of the icon of Christ indicates denial 

of the incarnation itself. Apparently, this deduction is based on preconditions not 

accepted by iconoclasts or not necessarily by Lutherans. Furthermore, they refer also 

to the 692 Council in Trullo.195 In its canon 82, it instructed to represent the human 

image of Christ instead of mere symbols. Ouspensky and Meyendorff remark that the 

undivided Church laid the incarnation as a basis of Christian image theology as early 

as Trullo. Other theologians I study do not mention this council.196 

    Ouspensky and Meyendorff write briefly that the incarnation of Christ has sanctified 

matter. Therefore, it is possible and proper to depict Christ with material wood and 

paint. A root for this thought is John of Damascus’ theology and defence of icons. 

Meyendorff quotes: “I do not adore matter, but I adore the Creator of matter, who 

becomes a matter for my sake, who was willing to live in the matter and who, with the 

matter, achieved my salvation.” Ouspensky also refers to Gregory of Nazianzus.197He 

taught that the Nativity of Christ is a festival of re-creation, which sanctifies the entire 

world. Moreover, he mentions the Martyrologium Romanum,198 which proclaims that 

Christ came to consecrate the Universe. This argument is a slash against Platonic, 

Jewish, and Islamic spirituality in favour of material Christianity and material images. 

 
194 Ouspensky refers to the kontakion also with a different translation: “The undepictable Word of the Father became 
depictable when He took flesh of you, O Theotokos; and when He had restored the defiled image to its ancient state, 
He suffused it with divine beauty. As for us, confessing our salvation, we record it in deed and word.” Ouspensky 
& Lossky 1952, 31. 
195 Known also as the Quinisext Council. Trullo was a supplement to the fifth and sixth councils. Western bishops 
were absent from Trullo. The Pope of Rome did not sign its decisions. However, the Second Council of Nicaea took 
its canons as authoritative. The council published 102 canons concerning a practical Christian life such as fasting. 
Canon 82 addresses images and instructs to paint Christ in his human form instead of a lamb. Meyendorff 1975, 
177–178; Berardino 2014, 845–846.     
196 Meyendorff 1992, 40; Ouspensky 1978, 147, 175, 179–182; Meyendorff 1975, 177–178; Ouspensky & Lossky 
1952, 28–31; Knight 2020, 7.  
197 One of the Cappadocian Fathers and archbishop of Constantinople had a significant influence on Trinitarian 
theology.  
198 Martyrology and a list of martyrs of the Roman Catholic Church that dates to the sixteenth century. However, its 
earlier versions are much older.  
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Thus, the theology of icons is grounded in cosmic sanctification of the material world 

through incarnation. I assume that this denotes comprehension of real ontological 

change, not only verifying the goodness of creation. Therefore, the Christology of 

Ouspensky and Meyendorff partly verify the strong cosmology behind the strong 

theology of images. However, this thought can be somewhat alien to Lutherans. 

Nonetheless, John of Damascus taught that salvation began with the incarnation. When 

Christ assumed human and material form, it enabled participation and union of the 

human and material in divinity. Thus, this is a cosmological statement underlining 

God’s presence and grace in the universe.199   

    The Eastern Orthodox Church attaches similar cosmological sanctification to Jesus’ 

baptism. In icons, Saviour stands against the background of the river Jordan. By the 

immersion of His body and blessing hand, Christ sanctifies the waters. Thus, the waters 

no longer signify death but life through baptism.200  

    Ouspensky and Meyendorff examine how Christology and Christ’s two natures 

relate to the theology of images. Ouspensky and Meyendorff notice that iconoclasts 

accepted the six earlier councils. They explain that iconoclasts accused image-makers 

of heretical Christology: Christ’s divinity is unpresentable. Thus, in an attempt to depict 

Christ, both natures end up with confusing natures, Monophysitism. Furthermore, 

representing only Christ’s humanity denotes separating His natures, Nestorianism. 

Hence, iconoclasts regarded that Chalcedonian Christology is preserved only without 

icons of Christ. Meyendorff answers by argument from Germanus201 and John of 

Damascus that the Logos before incarnation is impossible to depict. However, the 

image of the incarnate Christ is a confession against Docetism. Moreover, Ouspensky 

and Meyendorff annotate that iconoclasts do not see the main issue that although 

Christ's two natures are genuinely distinct, they still meet in the single hypostasis. Thus, 

the image of Christ represents Christ's person, not his natures. However, person and 

 
199 Meyendorff 1975, 179, 191; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 43, 157, 164–165. According to Giakalis, iconoclasts 
denied the distinction between essence and energy of God and sanctification of the matter except in the Eucharist. 
Giakalis 2005, 68–69. Giakalis notes appear to identify Lutheran theology with iconoclasm. However, a German 
philosopher and theologian, Erwin Metzke, wrote with similar intent on Christ’s incarnation and hidden spirituality 
in material, visible, and bodily reality. This Lutheran accent opposes the theology of the Reformed Church. 
According to Metzke, Luther’s theology culminates in the theology of incarnation, Eucharist and, the doctrine of 
ubiquity. Metzke 1968, 11–14, 16–19, 25–27, 35, 47–49, 59.   
200 Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 164–165. According to Onasch, sanctification of waters is rooted in pagan rituals of 
blessing the waters of the river Nile. Onasch & Schnieper 1995, 107. However, there were water rituals also in 
Judaism.  
201 Germanus I was a Patriarch of Constantinople in the eighth century, a saint of the Eastern Orthodox Church, and 
Roman Catholic Church, and a supporter of icons against iconoclasts.   
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nature – or natures – are inseparable. Therefore, it can be proposed that icons describe 

Christ’s human nature. Ouspensky and Meyendorff quote John of Damascus who 

explains that nature appears in person and that image of Christ is an image of his human 

form, human aspect, and human flesh. They notice that iconodules utilized Antioch’s 

Christology by emphasizing Christ as an individual human person. To summarize, the 

hypostatic union that holds Christ's natures together is a basis that enables one to depict 

Christ in his person and human form still not separated from His indescribable 

divinity.202 

    According to Ouspensky and Meyendorff, an icon of Christ expresses an orthodox 

faith of Christ’s two natures verified in the Council of Chalcedon. Similarly, Lönnebo 

writes that iconoclasts failed to follow the Church’s Christology. For Meyendorff, 

images of Christ are precisely images that reflect His two natures. Meyendorff 

addresses the subtle and challenging issue of the Theopaschite idea that “God suffered 

in flesh” and communicatio idiomatum, a doctrine that the two natures of Christ are 

always and everywhere together sharing all their characteristics. Meyendorff criticizes 

Nicephorus, who stretched the doctrine of two natures by arguing that the divine Word 

did not suffer and is not described with Jesus’ body. Meyendorff follows communicatio 

idiomatum as expressed in Leo’s Tome203: Each nature of Christ is the doer or sufferer 

only to what is naturally proper to it. The expression “God suffered in flesh” is correct 

because the person and hypostasis of Christ died although His divine nature remained 

impassible. Hence, there is a distinction: The divine and superior nature of Jesus 

remains impassible and out of reach. The word that became flesh suffered and can be 

countered. It is precisely the Logos and divinity of Christ which is the Archetype. 

Consequently, Ouspensky notices that Christ born from His Mother can be represented, 

while Christ proceeded from the Father cannot. The two births and names Logos and 

Christ are two separate events. Nevertheless, Christ is born from Theotokos, and the 

 
202 Ouspensky 1978, 148–153; Meyendorff 1975, 177–182, 184–187. According to Barber, iconodule theologian 
Germanos I of Constantinople stated that the icon of Christ shows only the human nature of Christ, thus laying 
himself open to showing a false and incomplete image of only one nature of Christ. Barber 2002, 71–73. Giakalis 
criticizes Meyendorff claiming that Christ’s mandorla in icons expresses the identity of His uncreated hypostasis 
and human nature. Giakalis judges this claim because it denotes visibility of uncreated hypostasis of the Logos. 
Giakalis 2005, 111. 
203 A letter of Pope Leo I to Flavian of Constantinople that stated that Christ has two natures, which eventually 
became significant in Chalcedon. Jenson does not accept Tome. For him, its expressions separate Christ's natures 
by sorting actions and characteristics of Christ into baskets of “God” and “human”. This diminishes the meaning of 
Christ’s one person and identity. Jenson 1997, 130–133; Tavast 2004, 197. 
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Holy Spirit is the same Logos born from Father.204 

    For Ouspensky and Meyendorff, the image of Christ does not only testify His 

historical figure but to His eternal and glorified nature deified and glorified through 

His death and resurrection. Thus, Orthodox tradition depicts the transfigured Christ as 

a destination of human deification by certain stylistic elements like a halo.205 

    Jenson appears to present contradictory claims concerning the possibility of the 

image of Christ. I quote him at lengthy: 

The fundamental postulate of this icon-theory is the ability of imitation’s transcendence over 

the separation of the ideal and the actual to grasp and realize the union of God and man in 

Christ. But the whole point of the Christological dogma is the confession of a unique relation 

between God and man in Christ. Therefore, imitation’s unifying of actuality with its 

transcendent fulfillment is, in at least this one case, not among our possibilities — and the 

attempt to arrogate this possibility to ourselves is precisely that works-righteousness with 

respect to revelation which can only terminate in a graven image. The aesthetic of imitation is 

inapplicable to the God-man. It is remarkable that precisely this criticism was made by a council 

of the Eastern Church in 754. Under the bullying of the iconoclast emperor, the bishops declared 

the use of images to be heretical in that the unity of God and man in Christ cannot be portrayed, 

so that the attempt to portray it results instead in representing a mixture of the human and the 

divine. The image created by imitation can never be an image of the God-man, but only of a 

divinized man — which is just what Christ is not.206 

Later Jenson wrote:  

The second Council of Nicaea was precise in describing the possibility then opened: the Son is 

in obvious fact "delineable," to be descriptively depicted, "according to his humanity." It is the 

specific human personal "history" told by the gospel that is thus representable. And it is in that 

such depiction identifies Jesus and so identifies the Son that the divine Son is venerated in the 

 
204 Lönnebo 1997, 10; Meyendorff 1992, 40; Meyendorff 1982, 57–58; Ouspensky 1978, 151–152; Meyendorff 
1975, 24–27, 35, 69–79, 187–189. Seventh Ecumenical Council discussions expressed that icon and prototype share 
the same name but differ in essence. Thus, the essence of Christ cannot be depicted. It appears that the council 
highlights the name as a link between image and prototype while Ouspensky and Meyendorff emphasize the depicted 
person. Sahas 2018, 84–85, 92. However, name and person are almost synonyms: A name is not only an identifier 
but a powerful force that enables the presence of the named person. Apparently, this name-theology can be accepted 
by both Orthodox and Lutherans. Furthermore, God’s name completes sweeping comprehension of God’s obscurity. 
According to Kamppuri, Meyendorff regards Christ’s hypostasis as divine and uncreated. Kamppuri senses a tone 
of Docetism here: Mary did not give birth to the divine essence, but to the hypostasis of Christ. Furthermore, 
humanity participates in the hypostasis of Christ or divine energies of Christ. Therefore, Christ’s human nature has 
only an intermediary role. Moreover, even Christ’s hypostasis is an intermediary because it is like a gate via which 
a human reaches divine energies. Kamppuri 1988, 82–85, 93–96. Martikainen writes that traditional Lutheran and 
liturgical iconography relies on Chalcedonian Christology: Images of crucifixion and Paschal events depict Christ’s 
human nature. Images of the resurrected Christ, Christ's ascension, and awakening from death express His divine 
nature. Thus, it is possible to distinguish doctrine by the subject and nature of the image. Martikainen 1987, 22. 
205 Meyendorff 1992, 40; Meyendorff 1975, 189. 
206 Jenson 2014, 175–176. 
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icon. "He who venerates an icon venerates in it the hypostasis [emphasis added] of what it 

represents.207 

Nonetheless, there is not necessarily a contradiction. Jenson was not an iconoclast in 

his essay “Christ-Dogma and Christ-image,” written in 1963. He was rather critical 

towards Platonic theology of image I described earlier. I asked Jenson’s scholar 

Stephen Wright about this, and he answered that Jenson came to appreciate icons and 

Eastern tradition in his later theology. Moreover, Bahr writes that no artist can unite 

Christ’s beauty, ugliness, or his two natures. Nevertheless, Christ’s humanity and 

divinity are a criterion for artists. Attempts indeed fail, but still, the secret of the 

incarnation should be proclaimed.208    

    Jenson argues that it is logically impossible to hold Cyril’s formula and to insist that 

God is impassible at the same time. Hence, he blames Meyendorff for contradiction. 

Jenson celebrates Cyril of Alexandria because he kept the two natures of Christ together 

loyal to gospel narratives, unlike the Council of Chalcedon and theology thereafter. 

Jenson laments theology that safeguarded the divine nature of Christ from the suffering 

and dirt of the human. Jenson argues that Chalcedon’s repetition of Cyril’s “the same” 

and term “hypostasis” is vague verbiage. All theological weight was on the term 

“nature”. Furthermore, Jenson states that after Chalcedon, Cyril’s Christology was 

developed to emphasize the one hypostatic and synthetic agent of the gospel narrative, 

identified as eternal Logos in the Council of Constantinople and theology of John 

Damascus. Jenson does not follow this path. For him, it denotes that Christ’s flesh is 

exterior to His identity as God. However, he agrees with John of Damascus’ 

characterization of Christ's natures as communal concepts. Jenson endorses the 

Christology of Maximus the Confessor that allows confessing the suffering of God. 

Moreover, Jenson accepts the doctrine of Christ’s two wills as he ponders Christ's 

sufferings and prayers in Gethsemane.209 Jesus could have disobeyed God’s will. 

Jenson writes that Jesus made a dramatic and challenging decision in His human nature 

that was a content of the triune decision – “as perhaps, the Father is its absoluteness 

 
207 Jenson 1999, 286. 
208 Bahr 1970, 215, 217.  
209 Gethsemane was a central scene to contemplate Christ's natures and wills. According to Meyendorff, Maximus 
and John of Damascus thought that Jesus could not have disobeyed in Gethsemane. This was because Jesus' human 
will was not fallen will and because the divine hypostasis was the only subject of Christ's actions. Thus, Meyendorff 
follows and verifies Jenson's Christological path that highlights Christ's divine hypostasis. The purpose of his 
theology is to safeguard Christ from fallen nature. Meyendorff 1975, 167–170. Gethsemane is a popular subject of 
paintings in the Lutheran Church. The subject underlines Christ's humanity and suffering. Lönnebo presents an icon 
depicting Jesus and the sleeping disciples in Gethsemane. Lönnebo 1984, 14–15.    
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and the Spirit its freedom.”.210 

    Jenson reasons that Lutheranism Christology offers the best frameworks for 

Christian art. He informs us that classical Lutheran and Johann Gerhard’s211 

Christology emphasizes communicatio idiomatum with Christ’s humanity’s proper 

accent. Jenson argues that Lutheranism differs from Roman Catholic theology by 

approving the doctrine of ubiquity, the belief that Christ is everywhere, also as a human. 

Hence, Jesus Christ, as a man, is omnipotent and omnipresent. For Jenson, here is a 

straightforward consequence of image theology: Portraying the human story of Jesus 

of Nazareth denotes portraying the acts of God. There is no need to transcendentalize 

or spiritualize the forms, like giving them haloes. Jenson cast a shadow of idolatry over 

the Eastern Orthodox Church’s theology of icons by condemning attempts to 

demonstrate Christ’s divinity by features of His countenance and expressions. 

However, Jenson mentions the famous American Head of Christ -image (1940) by 

Walter Sallman as a bad example. Thus, he does not judge icons directly as portraits. 

Jenson highlights identifying narratives of Jesus as a subject of images.212 

    Christ is key to Bahr’s art theory. Bahr writes that art was not independent in ancient 

Israel but part of a cult. Moreover, the cult was the place for God's presence. However, 

in a new covenant, Christ signifies the ceasing of the cult. After Christ, there can no 

longer be sacral places. In other words, the presence of God is no longer in some or any 

place. It is only in Christ. Furthermore, the coming of Christ denotes undressing 

holiness and divinity from the cosmos. Thus, Bahr shares the thought of Ouspensky 

and Meyendorff: an incarnation of Christ has opened new access to God. This is not 

the world's sanctification but a profanation of God: Christ combines the world and God. 

He abolishes the gap between sacred and secular. Thus, incarnation constitutes all 

places and all art as non-sacral. This sounds like the opposite to what Ouspensky and 

Meyendorff write and something incomprehensible, especially to Orthodox. 

Apparently, Bahr does not forget God’s transcendental holiness nor deny the positive 

meaning of Christian service. By God’s profanity, Bahr implies incarnation.213   

 
210 Jenson 2014, 86–92, 95, 160–161; Jenson 1997, 131–138. According to Jenson, the Second Council of 
Constantinople had few effects on the Western Church. Jenson 1997, 133.   
211 Gerhard was a leading Lutheran theologian of seventeenth century. 
212 Jenson 2014, 176–180; Jenson 2011, 55–61; Jenson 1999, 287–288. Morgan writes that the image is a thesis, 
confession of faith, and a model in social space. Moreover, images denote power. Images transmit religious and 
cultural messages and purposes. For Morgan, Sallman’s icon is an example of American Protestant Christianity. 
Morgan 1998, 1–2, 32–33, 56–57.    
213 Bahr 1970, 171–174. Bahr's words on undressing holiness from locations echo Jesus' words to the Samaritan 
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    More broadly, Bahr relies on Tillich. He wrote on Protestant pathos for profanity 

that questions privileges and sacredness of any area, persons, writings, and services 

before God. Grace is dynamic and temporary, always related to the current situation, 

not to sacramental systems, eternal structures, or complete forms. Meyendorff writes, 

similarly to Bahr, that Christianity demystified and secularized the cosmos as the place 

of elemental spirits and a world that opposes the kingdom of God. Nevertheless, the 

Orthodox position is rather new sanctification after demystification. Meyendorff 

informs us that God does not reside in elements but sanctifies them. Meyendorff does 

not deny secularization but condemns secularization of the Church with a new idolatry 

of “Sex”, “Society,” and “Revolution”.214  

    According to Bahr, Christ liberates humanity and art to earthly and historical 

concreteness. Bahr names this kind of art as a coming of age. This echoes Lutheran 

theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s215 vision of a world come of age: The irreligious 

world is no longer interested in spiritual questions or answers. Adults habituate their 

lives without requiring God. Christians should confront this reality honestly and by 

relating to non-believers. Bonhoeffer’s theology is remarkably worldly yet Christ-

centered. For Bonhoeffer, the Christian Church denotes Christ's presence in the world. 

The Church is real when it serves others and the world. Bahr applies this paradigm in 

the art world. He sees two options: Either Christians attempt to pretend that there is 

some holy and protected area for them, or they accept to reside in the ordinary world 

with its laws. For Bahr, Christ signifies that humanity and human life, not the sacral 

place, is a basis and a limit for creating art.216  

    For Bahr, Christ causes crisis to the artist and art. Human desire to create beautiful-

enchanting forms and hide behind them like the first people in paradise. Nevertheless, 

the incarnated Christ has taken the form of a slave. He is without beauty. He questions 

all aesthetic principles of this world. Thus, the crucifixion of Christ annihilates the 

world’s aesthetic transfiguration. These thoughts form another counter to the theology 

 
woman in John 4:21–25: "Believe me, a time is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain 
nor in Jerusalem. You Samaritans worship what you do not know; we worship what we do know, for salvation is 
from the Jews. Nevertheless, a time is coming and has now come when the true worshipers will worship the Father 
in the Spirit and truth, for they are the kind of worshipers the Father seeks. God is Spirit, and his worshipers must 
worship in the Spirit and truth." Sahas notices that the expression "in spirit and truth" was a key phrase in iconoclastic 
struggles. I see that this is one nuance that closes Bahr with iconoclastic theology. Sahas 2018, 69. 
214 Meyendorff 1978, 173–175; Tillich 1973, 52–53, 100–102.  
215 A German and a Lutheran priest and a theologian of the twentieth century. Bonhoeffer was hanged as a traitor 
by the Nazis at end of the Second World War in 1945.        
216 Bahr 1970, 164, 173, 180; Korhonen 2010, 39–41.  
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of the Eastern Orthodox Church. Regardless, for Bahr, the cross and crucifixion are 

subject to images and a principle that directs Christian aesthetics. Furthermore, the 

crucified radically questions the purpose of producing art by revealing everything 

under God’s eye and judgment.217  

    There is a substantial measure of Kierkegaard’s thoughts in Bahr, who claims 

aesthetics only have negative meaning as the antithesis of Christian faith in 

Kierkegaard’s philosophy. Bahr reminds us of Kierkegaard’s either/-or question, which 

urges us to choose aesthetic pleasure, visibility, and immediacy or following Christ, 

suffering, and hating the world. However, Bahr notices that Kierkegaard tried to 

overcome the either-or dichotomy and accept aesthetics and Christian faith by finding 

a Christian basis and justification for poetry. Nonetheless, Bahr maintains that 

Kierkegaard’s philosophy remains legalistic, spiritualistic, and unfinished. Hence, it 

leads to the abandonment of art. Therefore, Bahr invokes the Trinity, grace, and 

universal victory of Christ, which should be proclaimed in and through art. Thus, Bahr 

emphasizes crisis and graveness with Kierkegaard but desires to provide last words for 

joy, grace, and play.218   

    The resurrection of Christ also has meaning to Bahr’s art theory. It liberates art and 

beauty to new freedom, responsibility, and joyful play. The artist is convicted and 

pardoned. Thus, both Good Friday and Easter Sunday are guidelines for producing 

images. Furthermore, resurrection puts artistic ugliness, such as sickness, abnormality, 

and suffering, in its proper place. The cross tears ugliness from worldly shame and 

aesthetical curiosity to the Christian realm of faith, hope, and love. Christians find 

eschatological beauty in the ugliness of this world. Thus, Bahr’s theology of images 

balances Lutheran comprehension of sin, law, and the grace of God.219     

    Orthodox and Lutherans share comprehension of the Eucharist as a living centre of 

the Christian life. The Eastern Orthodox Church and Lutheran Church have different 

theological and practical forms of Eucharist, but both churches maintain that the bread 

 
217 Bahr 1970, 173, 187–188. Bahr mentions Renaissance master of painting and sculptor Michelangelo, famous 
Russian authors Gogol and Tolstoy, and English American poet T.S. Eliot as examples of artists who suffered from 
the collapse of the meaning of art and their artistic powers. Bahr 1970, 189–190. 
218 Bahr 1970, 190–205. I leave it open how accurate Bahr’s evaluation of Kierkegaard is. According to Kylliäinen, 
Kierkegaard believes that aesthetic and religious spheres of existence can merge. Kylliäinen 2009, 550–553. 
Similarly, for Jenson Kierkegaard’s either/or results that Christians can say “yes” to God and beauty. Jenson 1995, 
87.  
219 Bahr 1970, 173, 207–210. 
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and wine really are Christ’s Body and Blood.220 Thus, both Orthodox and Lutherans 

have a strong Eucharistic theology. How does it affect their theology of images? 

Maundy Thursday is a popular subject of Lutheran altarpieces and Eastern Orthodox 

Church iconostases. However, Ouspensky does not introduce an icon of the Last 

Supper. Nevertheless, he and Meyendorff maintain that the icon of Christ is a witness 

of the sacrament. Meyendorff writes that the image of Christ is the visible and 

necessary witness to the reality and humanity of Christ. If this witness is impossible, 

the Eucharist itself loses its reality. Similarly, Ouspensky explains that prayer before 

communion requires an image because it is not addressed to an imaginary Christ, nor 

to an abstract divinity. Hence, they appear to argue that because there can be an image 

of Christ, there must be an image of Christ. Furthermore, the icon corresponds to the 

sacrament because it represents a body over which death no longer has dominion. Thus, 

the spiritual icon corresponds with the sacrament, the divine Body and Blood of the 

glorified Christ. In addition, Meyendorff and Ouspensky correct an error produced by 

iconoclasts: Eucharist is not the only legitimate icon of Christ because the Holy Gifts 

are Christ and truth himself, identical to their prototype.221 

    My division of image theology into strong and weak comes from Eucharistic 

theology. One could assume that Lutheran–Orthodox concord in this question would 

offer an ecumenical theology of images. For example, The Orthodox teaching of the 

Eucharist united iconodules and iconoclast. Nevertheless, bread and wine appear to 

question the iconoclasts’ claim that nothing material or made by human hands can 

circumscribe spiritual and divine reality. The Eastern Orthodox Church and Lutheran 

Church accept this limiting and union of material and heavenly reality in Eucharist. 

However, these convergencies are absent in my sources. In Poiesis, Bahr verifies the 

salvific function of the Eucharist. Nonetheless, it appears to have a modest place in his 

 
220 Comprehension of the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist differs between Orthodox and Lutherans. In 
Orthodox liturgy, bread and wine become Christ's Body and Blood in the Anaphora through priest consecration and 
invocation of Holy Spirit. In Lutheran Church, consubstantiation replaces transubstantiation: Christ's Body and 
Blood are with the bread and wine. Therefore, utilization and the event of the Eucharist specify it through the power 
of God's word. Steenberg 2011, 231; Jolkkonen 2001, 272, 280–281. In the context of the Eucharist, Luther utilized 
three modes of presence: The first mode (localiter) denotes material presence, which can be seen a measure. The 
second mode of presence (diffinitive) is invisible and non-concrete presence, such as angels. The third mode of 
presence (repletive) signifies the all-fulfilling presence of God. Hence, against Zwingli, Luther stated that Christ's 
bodily presence is not limited to the first mode. Christ is diffinitive present in bread and wine, and as eternal Logos 
He is present in repletive mode. Jolkkonen 2001, 276–278.     
221 Ouspensky 1992, 484–485; Ouspensky 1978, 149; Meyendorff 1975, 183, 189–190. Ouspensky’s expression 
“identical to prototype” is unclear: Bread and wine transform into Christ’s Body and Blood in Orthodox theology. 
According to Pelikan, iconoclasts taught the real presence of the Body and Blood of Christ. Moreover, iconodules 
know that they did. Pelikan 1974, 94. Iconodules’ reasoning can be questioned as Christ is also an image. Therefore, 
it is legitimate to name the Eucharist as an image.   
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theological whole. This is one halfway proof for correspondence of weak Eucharist 

theology and weak theology of images. Jenson emphasizes the communal character of 

the Eucharist as a unifier of the Church of saints. For him, finite and infinite, creature 

and Creator can unite because of the ubiquitous Christ. Furthermore, Jenson renews a 

Lutheran theology of God hidden in the humanity of Christ and the earthly appearance 

of bread and wine grasped not by reason or eyes but by faith.222       

    Eastern Orthodox and Lutheran differences on Christology reflect ecumenical 

challenges to a theology of image. I wonder about the distinction between depicting the 

human nature and human aspects of Christ. The purpose of these expressions was to 

avoid the heresies of Monophysitism and Nestorianism. Truly, Christology is a test to 

image theology. According to Ouspensky, the Western image fails this test by lessening 

of the glory of the economy in the flesh of the Lord. From filioque follows natural 

theology and cult of the humanity of Christ. This is nothing more than spiritual 

Nestorianism. Furthermore, the western image of Christ overshadows the other Persons 

of the Trinity while dimming the glory of God in Christ’s deified flesh. Hence, 

according to Ouspensky, practically all Lutheran altarpieces in churches are heretical. 

It appears that Jenson’s evaluation is as severe: An Eastern Orthodox icon confuses 

Christ’s natures and falls to Monophysitism.223 

    Jenson and Bahr expressed vacillation on the possibility of depicting Christ. 

Moreover, Ouspensky and Meyendorff transmit metaphysical interpretations of the 

incarnation that capacitate Orthodox-Platonist metaphysics and anthropology. Thus, 

metaphysical differences between Orthodox and Lutherans also hold in Christology. 

This is especially the case with Bahr, for whom Bethlehem denotes unwinding the 

metaphysical fabric of the world. However, it appears that Harnack lurks behind Bahr 

and Tillich. Harnack produced an opposition between Catholicism and Protestantism. 

For him, one denotes authority and ritualism and other individualism and existential 

 
222 Jenson 2011, 55–61; Jenson 1999, 211–220; Bahr 1970, 233. 
223 Ouspensky 1992, 455–456. Lossky’s words are ecumenically challenging: “The adoration of Christ’s humanity 
is almost alien to Orthodox piety” and “It is the risen Christ, Christ sitting at the right hand of the Father, who is 
adored” and “Even on the cross, even in the tomb, He is glorified as “one of the Holy Trinity,” come into the world 
to conquer death.” Lossky 1985, 65. According to Metzke, a Lutheran doctrine of the ubiquity of Christ was 
addressed against Calvinists who stated that Christ as a human is not everywhere but in heaven. Thus, in a Lutheran 
perspective, Orthodox share at least a vein of bad spiritualized Christianity with Calvinists. At the same time, in an 
Orthodox perspective, Lutherans fade out the divine nature of Christ just like Calvinists. Metzke 1968, 47–49. 
However, according to Metzke, a cosmological presence of Christ and Trinitarian God is Luther’s and mainstream 
Lutheranism’s position. The Lutheran formula “the finite can contain the infinite” sounds much the same as the 
Orthodox position of Christ, who has sanctified matter. Yet, Luther taught that God and Christ are present 
everywhere but “graspable” only in words and sacraments. Metzke 1968, 32, 56–57.    
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faith. This division is Liberal Protestantism based on Kant. I deduce that this is 

ecumenically unfruitful. Elsewhere, Bahr is more convincing or at least on more 

general Lutheran ground.224       

    Chalcedon and communicatio idiomatum is a uniting factor between Orthodox and 

Lutherans. It also separates Lutherans from the Reformed Church. Thus, the divine and 

eternal Christ suffered on the cross and descended into hell. It is a temporal and earthly 

man, Jesus, who sits on the right side of the Father. Both Orthodox and Lutherans agree 

that this Christ can and should be depicted despite the differences. However, also 

iconoclasts accepted Chalcedon. This and Jenson’s theology appear to confirm that 

Christological challenges recur in the theology of images. Here is essence-energy -

division at hand. Jenson's argument is noteworthy: Platonic division of time and 

eternity separates Christ's natures. In image theology, this denotes that the divine nature 

of Christ remains totally outside images and draws theology of image to the absence of 

image. Nevertheless, both natures of Christ unite in His person. Therefore, Cyril's 

Christology offers a better foundation to the theology of images than Leo's Tome or 

Chalcedon. 

    The argument of iconodules initiates from God, who becomes visible, to the 

possibility of depicting spiritual truths. A logical follow up-question is the nature, 

substance, and shades of these images.    

 

2.2.2. Bleeding God – Images of Christ on Golgotha and in Hell  
“But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that 

brought us peace was on him, and by his wounds we are healed.”225  

 

This subchapter explores the theology of image related to Christ’s crucifixion and 

descent to hell. Broadly, I study what rules and guidelines the six theologians present 

to depict suffering and dark reality. The crucifixion of Jesus is the key event of the 

gospels. The first Christians understood the death of the Messiah as an atonement 

between humanity and God. Despite the deep, joyful, and pivotal meaning of Christ's 

crucifixion, the history of Christian image theology and use of images has been 

sensitive and careful with the events on Golgotha. Crucifixion was a dishonourable, 

 
224 Jolkkonen 2013, 168–169. 
225 Isaiah 53:5. 
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shameful, and painful death. According to Jensen, there are only a few examples of the 

crucifixion of Jesus before the sixth century. However, the Holy Cross was a popular 

symbol and accepted by iconoclasts, and after that, images of the crucifixion began to 

spread. Nevertheless, these images did not present Christ as dead, dying, or suffering. 

Christ was rather triumphant and calm.226  

    Gradually, by the ninth and twelfth centuries, the image of suffering Christ began to 

spread in the East and West. The difference was that Western image theology held 

images less holy than the image of the cross. In Byzantine theology, crucifixion was a 

testimony of Jesus' human nature. In the West, the complex turmoil of church reform, 

the beginning of pilgrimage to the Holy Land, social developments, and growing 

interest in the internal and individual side of Christianity influenced images of Christ, 

so the Saviour reflected emotional and sensual aspects of human life. Imitation of 

Christ in the late medieval West focused on Christ’s humanity. A primary reason for 

this Renaissance naturalism. Renaissance artists saw Christ’s death as the saving act. 

However, His dying body was also a neo-Platonic beautiful image and an expression 

of a beautiful soul. In addition, a growing anti-Semitism influenced Christian image-

making. As noted, the Protestant Reformation and Lutheran Church inherited Western 

image theology. Grünewald’s altarpiece is a pinnacle of Western images of the 

crucifixion.227 

 

 
226 mikeaztec 2014; Jensen 2017, 75, 93–94, 155–178. Barber reminds us that iconoclast did accept one type of icon, 
the cross. Iconoclasts exploited the existing cross cult by replacing what they saw as wrong images with crosses and 
comprehending this as continuing the old tradition. For iconodules, the cross served as an analogy to the cult of 
icons. The cross questions both parties: Why do iconoclasts accept one image but not the others? If the cross is a 
sign and a symbol, is utilizing it against the decision of Trullo? Barber 2002, 83–97, 103–104. 
227 Jensen 2017, 75, 93–94, 155–178; mikeaztec 2014; Viladesau 2008, 54–62, 105–106; Honour & Fleming 1997, 
364–365. For image theology of Reformation, see Koerner 2004 and Michalski 1993.  
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Image 10. Matthias Grünewald, Crucifixion, Unterlinden Museum, France. Grünewald painted his 

altarpiece from the early sixteenth century in the town of Isenheim in Alsace. The Isenheim Altarpiece 

has three levels The Shrine, The Middle Position, and The Closed Position. The painting of the 

crucifixion demonstrates the closed state. The image of a bleeding lamb and a chalice refers to the 

Eucharist and the river to baptism. Beside the crucifixion are the images of St Sebastian and St Anthony. 

The predella depicts the Lamentation. Jensen informs us that the subject of lamentation over the dead 

Christ came in Christian art from the thirteenth century in the West. Lönnebo presents a similar icon to 

the Lamentation. Photographed by Alfonso J. Millara Gómez. Published by Candle in the Cave.228  

 

According to Honour and Fleming, Grünewald’s work is the most striking image of 

Christ in Western art. Viladesau proposes that it represents the endurance of the Gothic 

style229 Northern Renaissance, naturalism, medieval symbolism, and religious 

expressionism. Christ has shut his eyes. He takes his last breath before dying. Christ’s 

toes drip blood, and his body is gnarled and full of small lacerations. Christ suffers 

from Saint Anthony’s fire, ergotism, a horrible and deadly disease of Grünewald’s time. 

Jesus wears a simple loincloth, not the purple garments of a king. The painting is 

submerged in darkness. The Apostle John, Mary Magdalene, and Mary, Mother of 

Jesus, express deep sorrow, and despair. The Virgin Mary wears the white garment of 

 
228 Lönnebo 1984, 38–39.  
229 Gothic art is known for its majestic architecture, glass art, and naturalistic sculptures and frescoes. The Gothic 
was an heir of Romanesque architecture and predecessor of the Renaissance. It appears that the Gothic was a visual 
manifestation of Scholasticism and a combination of faith and reason, philosophy and theology, Aristotle, and the 
Bible. Honour & Fleming 1997, 370–371, 383–384, 389–390, 394,  
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a Cistercian nun. John the Baptist stands calmly on the right pointing at Jesus. The text 

of the painting quotes John 3:30: “He must increase, but I must decrease.”230   

    The painting dates a few years before the Reformation and there is evidence that 

Grünewald had sympathy towards Luther’s thoughts. The painting has been popular 

among Protestants. For example, Karl Barth had a reproduction of it above his desk. 

The figures of Sebastian and Anthony are less known Protestants and perhaps bordered 

out of the picture. Later Grünewald became an exemplar for Expressionists, who 

depicted anxiety of existence through strong colours and lines.231  

    Bahr mentions Grünewald’s Crucifixion in the context of his analysis of Tillich’s art 

theory. Tillich’s theology was midway between Culture Protestantism and Barth’s 

dialectical theology. Thus, instead of total correspondence of Christianity and earthly 

culture or denial of form and contact point between Christianity and culture, Tillich 

proposed a dialectical relationship and dualism between grace and the world: Religion 

is a substance of culture and culture a form of religion. Synthesis of the two is 

impossible, but dialogue is possible. Theology offers an answer and a meaning to each 

historical problem and question. Autonomous culture has existential, unconditional, 

and sacred characters that are silently religious and oriented towards Christian answers. 

Especially art is an expression of experiencing the absolute.232  

    Bahr renders Tillich’s four dimensions of art: 1. non-religious subject – non-religious 

style 2. religious subject – non-religious style 3. non-religious subject – religious style 

and 4. religious subject – religious style. Bahr explains that Tillich did not appreciate 

art, which has a religious subject but not a religious style. Tillich saw this kind of art 

as weak and idealistic. Tillich example of this sentimentality is Heinrich Hofmann’s 

painting Christ in Gethsemane (1890). These images cannot reach the absolute meaning 

of life or address the gospel to modern, secular humanity. By contrast, Tillich valued 

 
230 Kleis 2016; Viladesau 2008, 72–77; Honour & Fleming 1997, 466–467; Hayum 1989, 4, 37, 39. Viladesau states 
that non-historical settings are familiar to Western Christians, but these images denote the mind’s piety, the 
imagination of the artist and viewer, confession of the timeless character of salvation history, or evocation of a 
presence of holy persons. He concludes that all views can be true at the same time. Thus, Grünewald’s painting is 
not just historical but also a spiritual and theological confession. Viladesau 2008, 14–15, 75. According to Björkman, 
Grünewald’s art is not free from anti-Semitism. Grünewald painted the nativity of Christ with a small chamberpot 
with Hebrew letters. Björkman suspects that the artist assimilated Jews with faeces with this detail. Björkman 2011, 
69–74. 
231 Viladesau 2008, 75–77; Honour & Fleming 1997, 757. 
232 Bahr 1970, 40–43; Tillich 1987, 7–24; Annala 1985, 14–21, 33–39, 64. According to Annala, Tillich’s distinction 
between religion and culture corresponds with the Lutheran distinction between grace and law. Thus, the form is 
law, and the substance is the gospel, which transcends form. In other words, the finite bears the infinite. Annala 
notices that Tillich’s sacramental perception of reality converges with Catholicism. Nonetheless, Tillich states that 
Catholicism identifies grace and finite form. In Protestantism shapes are transparent objects where grace appears, 
although objects remain as they are. Only faith can see grace in form. Annala 1985, 14–25, 62–69.   
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religious style, which demonstrates the substance of Christianity and the ultimate 

meaning of existence. Bahr mentions Tillich’s favourites: Expressionists Cézanne, 

Vincent van Gogh, and Edvard Munch. Tillich especially valued Picasso’s Guernica 

(1937) because it depicts an unveiled state of humanity. The fourth and the highest 

form of art is the harmony of religious subjects and style. Bahr lists Tillich’s examples: 

The Crucifixions of El Greco233 (1600), Grünewald, Graham Sutherland234 (1946), and 

Georges Rouault235 (1937), and religious works of Emil Nolde236. According to Tillich, 

Grünewald’s painting breathes the spirit of Protestantism.237  

    Bahr shares Tillich's method of correlation and dimensions of art. Bahr implies that 

it allows Christian theology to see and hear the question of the current age even in the 

gloomiest and most grotesque works of art. Bahr acknowledges that real art unveils the 

desperate and alienated state of humanity. Unlike Tillich, he does not call these 

artworks Protestant. For Bahr, Protestantism is not identified as universal truthfulness. 

Bahr argues that Tillich’s theology is overly concerned with subjectivity and 

experiences of the self rather than a personal relationship with Christ. Nevertheless, for 

Bahr, Grünewald’s altarpiece honestly depicts the anguish of the world and a Christian 

response to it.238  

    Jenson does not examine Grünewald’s painting. Nonetheless, his Christ “deep in the 

flesh” sounds like Grünewald. Moreover, he asks what icons the Church may create. 

The first answer is images of Christ and crucifixion. Like Bahr and Tillich, Jenson 

rejects impressionism, naturalism, and realism in the case of liturgical art. The 

following quotation appears to speak in favour of Expressionism and Grünewald: “A 

good liturgical image will be distorted and abstracted, not to spiritualize the image but 

to break it, to open it, to destroy its self-contained sensuality. Even a strong dose of 

crudity will often be in order.” Regrettably, Jenson does not mention any image 

 
233 A prominent Venetian and Spanish painter of the Catholic Reformation. Greco’s powerful transcendence and 
frantic expression was rediscovered by the twentieth-century Expressionists. Honour & Fleming 1997, 506–507.    
234 A French painter of the nineteenth and twentieth century associated with Fauvism and Expressionism. 
235 Rouault was interested in religious subjects, suffering humanity, and grotesque personalities. Honour & Fleming 
names Rouault as the finest religious painter of twentieth century.  
236 One of the leading Expressionists of twentieth century Germany. Nolde’s powerful humanity took influence from 
Primitive art and Christianity. Honour & Fleming 1997, 756–757.  
237 Bahr 1974, 40–45; Sailamäki 2010, 119; Tillich 1987, xi–xxv, 98–99. Tillich stated that all art shows 
expressionism, idealism, and naturalism, although with various emphasis. Expressivity signifies hidden depth, 
sensual naturalist reality, and idealistic objects’ perfection in the future. Above all, Tillich valued expressionism and 
mystical and existential passion. Moreover, he regarded the art of Byzantium as expressionist but thought that the 
past could not answer the question of presence. Tillich said that expressive style addressed the cross, but not 
resurrection. Thus, he did not find positive expressionism, a Christian answer of his time but perhaps only holy 
emptiness in abstract expressionism. Tillich 1987, xix–xxi. 
238 Bahr 1974, 42–45, 161–163. 
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examples. I figure that Jenson’s Lutheran emphasis on communion of Christ’s 

attributes constitutes Grünewald acceptable. Wherever Jesus is, there is the Son of God. 

Thus, for Jenson, Grünewald’s image is the image of the suffering God.239  

    Meyendorff does not discuss Grünewald’s image. He writes that Jesus’ divine nature 

remained impassible while his hypostasis did suffer. Apparently, this theology is best 

expressed and in line with human, yet victorious Christ, not Grünewald’s Jesus. 

Meyendorff continues that Jesus assumed the condition of fallen humanity, including 

hunger, passions, and death but without sin. Moreover, Jesus was incapable of sinning. 

Meyendorff criticizes Barth and Lossky for not giving full acclaim to Christ humanity. 

He asserts that Lossky bypasses the time factor and corrupt human body of Jesus. 

Additionally, he writes on Julian of Halicarnassus and his heresy aphthartodocetism, 

which stated that Christ's body was incorruptible, because corruption was a 

consequence of sin and Jesus was sinless. Thus, Jesus voluntarily sacrificed himself, 

but without a cross, Jesus would not have died at all. Meyendorff reminds us that only 

what is assumed is saved. Therefore, Christ assumed the “postlapsarian” human body 

and nature as it was after the fall of Adam, not the “prelapsarian” body before the Fall. 

However, Meyendorff posits that in the theology of Byzantium, Jesus’ body did not see 

corruption in the grave. Thus, Grünewald’s morbid Jesus is assumably overly corrupt 

for Meyendorff’s theology.240 

    Ouspensky yields statements for icons and liturgical art. One of his principles is that 

sacred art does not reflect life's problems but answers them. Suffering is not depicted 

but bearing it as a pious reply. Apparently, this denotes different degrees of suffering: 

fierce despair is prohibited, restrained pain allowed. Ouspensky teaches that the task of 

the icon is not to stir or provoke emotions but to guide emotions towards 

transfiguration. He draws lines between Eastern and Western, Orthodox and 

Renaissance paintings.241  

    Nevertheless, an icon can transmit feelings of the persons depicted. In images of 

crucifixion, visual representation should reflect the glory of God. Ouspensky does not 

deny the brutality on Golgotha or, for example, the eclipse of the sun. Nonetheless, he 

 
239 Jenson 2014, 179; Jenson 1999, 287. Jenson writes that Western and Protestant theology has put excessively 
heavy emphasis on the crucifixion for the sake of the resurrection. Jenson writes that crucifixion is God’s salvific 
action that God overcomes it by the resurrection. Crucifixion was an event in God’s triune life that identified God. 
Both Jenson and Meyendorff speak of God’s love and the crucifixion. The sufferings of Christ demonstrate God’s 
love towards humanity. Jenson 1997, 181–192, Meyendorff 1987a, 22, 28–29. 
240 Meyendorff 1987a, 13–30; Meyendorff 1975, 86–89.  
241 Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 27, 29, 39, 69. 
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claims that holy images depict what the eyes of faith see. In the case of Jesus’ death, 

for believers the abasement of Christ signifies the salvation of the world. Ouspensky 

clarifies that the Orthodox Church never represents Christ simply as a man, who suffers 

physically, but as a God-Man in glory, even on the cross. Meyendorff verifies the same 

principle. From the incorrect doctrine of the Trinity, it follows that the natural, human 

aspect of Christ overshadows His deified flesh. Subsequently, images of Christ as only 

a servant betrays His sanctified flesh and human deification.242  

    Ouspensky writes that icons cannot depict anything from the corruptible human 

flesh. Temporal, mundane, or ordinary portraits do not qualify. There are no shadows 

in the kingdom of God. Similarly, Florensky claims that shadows indicate the absence 

of being. Icons are an expression of Divine Light, the destination of all creation. 

Worldly elements remain but are purified. Faces in icons express supreme order and 

eternal sanctification. Usually, the person is turned towards the spectator, allowing 

personal encounter. According to Ouspensky, a profile is the beginning of absence. On 

the other hand, those who have not yet attained holiness can be represented in profile. 

Furthermore, Jesus and saints are not depicted in regular clothes but the vestments of 

glory and robes of incorruptibility. Briefly, Ouspensky’s Grünewald is an extreme and 

appalling example of heretical and improper art. In addition, it presents a symbol of a 

lamb prohibited by the Council of Trullo.243  

    Ouspensky and Lossky present an Orthodox image of a crucifixion:  

 

 
242 Ouspensky 1992, 456–457; Meyendorff 1992, 40; Ouspensky 1978, 181, 191. Apparently, Grünewald’s 
altarpiece conjures up merely a tragic feeling of absence among many Orthodox icon revivalism theologians. Brown 
2004, 42.  
243 Florensky 1996, 143; Ouspensky 1978, 204, 218–219; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 36–40. Sailamäki notices that 
Grünewald has been a typical bad example of Western Christian art for Orthodox theologians. Generally, 
Grünewald's Crucifixion has been judged as overly theatrical and emotional compared to Orthodox icons full of 
peace and apatheia. Orthodox surely agrees that the Virgin Mary felt sorrow and doubt before the crucifixion. 
However, swooning is an exaggeration and inappropriate. The worst feature of the painting is the corrupt body of 
Christ. For Orthodox critics, this denotes denial of the incarnation, Christ's divine nature, and the presence of God. 
Moreover, Orthodox theologians have accused Grünewald's Crucifixion of presenting the distorted doctrine of 
juridical atonement where Christ is a vicarious sacrifice that appeases God's wrath. Sailamäki does not dismiss these 
thoughts but remarks that Orthodox generally ignores in the context of the painting a hospital, Saint Anthony's fire, 
and a Western tradition that bears witness to Christ's sufferings in the fallen world of the Black Death. Nevertheless, 
Grünewald and his tradition are an alien theology from an Orthodox perspective. Sailamäki 2010, 120–130.       
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Image 11. Crucifixion, Novgorod School, in fourteenth century, in the Louvre, Paris. Lossky calls this 

icon “The Russian Crucifixion” and dates it to the sixteenth century. In this icon, Jesus is neither greatly 

suffering nor looking impassive and triumphant. He is a sleeping man of sorrows, clothed in a loincloth. 

The gestures of the figures present are restrained and grave. On the right side, Mary does not weep for 

the painful death of her son but contemplates the mystery of salvation. However, the apostle John on the 

right is terrified. Jesus, Mary, and John are depicted with haloes, but the woman behind Mary and the 

centurion without them. Figures cast no shadows, but the rock of Golgotha has opened, revealing the 

skull of Adam. Lossky explains that this symbolizes Christ's victory over death and hell. He writes that 

this icon is balanced and sober but also overly heavy because Christ and the Cross are excessively 

massive. The crucifixion reminds me of the crucifix attributed to Cimabue, an Italian proto-Renaissance 

painter from the late thirteenth century. Photographer The Yorck Project. Published by Wikipedia.244   

 

Indeed, this image is more restrained than Grünewald’s. Nevertheless, it appears to 

question Ouspensky’s reasonings: The icon reflects sorrow, despair, and problems. 

Perhaps crucifixion should be seen as a paradox: glorious abasement of a king. 

Furthermore, Christ is not resurrected, death is not conquered, and the characters are 

without holiness. Hence, Eastern and eternity are present only symbolically. One can 

 
244 Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 181–182. 
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criticize that Ouspensky dispenses with and minimalizes the material world and its 

troubles by inclining overly heavily on the heavenly side. Bahr would judge this image 

as not the Christ is not of the concentration camp and war trenches but a lukewarm 

image for a timid believer.  

    The gospels bear witness to the earthly and human Jesus, whose divinity was hidden 

even the disciples. Ouspensky notices this but adds that the Church has the eyes to see 

the transfigured Christ. Nonetheless, it appears that Christ is not transfigured in this 

icon. In other words, Christ's human nature seems to overshadow His divinity. Perhaps 

the gospel Jesus is overly human for Ouspensky. Ouspensky’s argument of inner eyes 

is ambivalent. Indeed, a believer can comprehend that Christ’s death is a divine plan. 

Christ’s halo is an expression of faith. However, faith denotes relying on something not 

seen. Thus, it does not necessarily correspond with the visual symbol. Do not faithful 

eyes see Good Friday precisely in the suffering of Christ, not in haloes, golden colours, 

and a steady gaze? There are visual symbols of Jesus’ divinity in Grünewald’s 

paintings. His crucifixion does not express only problems. Hence, it is difficult to find 

clear criteria that reject him and accept this Novgorod icon of the Crucifixion.245   

    Lönnebo present a similar icon of Crucifixion to Ouspensky and Lossky as a part of 

a series of images by Caluwé. In this image, every person has a halo and two angels fly 

over Jesus' cross carrying an image of Jesus’ face in the linen. According to Ouspensky 

and Lossky, angels indicate the divinity of Christ. Jesus is bleeding over Adam’s skull. 

This detail evokes the question of age limits in Christian imagery. Moreover, a sun and 

a moon represent the mourning cosmos, according to Lönnebo. Furthermore, Lönnebo 

demonstrates another icon of the victorious Christ on the cross. Here Christ is alive and 

strong, and in bright clothes. Lönnebo writes that the crucified Christ in icons is not a 

tormented man but a beautiful yet bleeding victor. Yet he also presents an icon 

depicting the whipping of Christ. I see this as more contradictory than balancing. The 

victorious Christ on the cross appears to agree more fully with Ouspensky’s thoughts. 

I consider it resonates more closely with the theology of John than of the other 

evangelists.246  

    However, the crucifixion was a historical and painful event. The superscription of 

Jesus’ cross was the mocking “King of the Jews”, not praising “King of Glory”. 

 
245 Ouspensky 1978, 181.  
246 Lönnebo 2006, 40–41; Lönnebo 1984, 6, 8–9, 20–21, 30–31, 40–41; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 184; Brown 
2004, 50.  
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Furthermore, Psalm 22 appears to be in tension or contradiction with the impassible 

Christ. Lönnebo himself writes on the slow and painful death of Christ next to his 

strong Christ. Thus, I ask whether it is appropriate to identify the cross with Christ’s 

heavenly throne in the image. Perhaps Meyendorff’s criticism that Christology ignores 

the time factor also concerns Ouspensky and images of victorious Christ on a cross. 

Lönnebo do not mention Grünewald.    

    Jenson and Lönnebo know Lutheran theology of the cross. Jenson quotes Luther: 

“He is not worthy to be called a theologian who sees the invisible things of God, these 

being known through the creatures.., but rather he who knows the visible and shameful 

things of God, these being seen through suffering and the cross.”247 Jenson explains 

that for Luther, correct theology meant knowledge of hidden God, who is present in 

God’s opposite: Poverty, weakness, and foolishness. Lönnebo adds that love sees God 

in God’s opposite. Thus, the manger and the cross are marks of God’s love. Moreover, 

humans find God in suffering, in modest sacraments, and the red colour of love and 

blood. Jenson continues that false theology of glory concludes to seek God in glory and 

goodness, ignoring the cross. Theology of the cross ends in the beatific vision, not by 

seeking it but by seeking the cross.248    

    It appears that Lönnebo does not utilize the theology of the cross in his thoughts on 

art. Alternatively, perhaps he sees it as compatible with traditional Orthodox theology 

of icons. Possibly, some of his icons with brown backgrounds derived from the 

theology of the cross. For Jenson, crucifixion should not be isolated from the past of 

Israel and the future of resurrection. Still, he writes that no one should search for God 

other than the crucified One. It is precisely God’s revelation that hides God. I deduce 

that Grünewald’s work is an expression of the theology of the cross.249  

    Bahr accuses the Eastern Orthodox Church of a theology of glory: A superhuman 

Christ and the eternal theophany bathed in gold. This art forces out all humans and 

depicts Christ as unilaterally divine. Bahr sees the same problem in the pompous and 

lush art of the Baroque. Thus, here again, the difference in theological whole is 

revealed: Ouspensky and Orthodox theologians join Lutheran and Baroque images 

because of the same tradition of naturalism and earthly humanity. At the same time, 

Bahr connects Orthodox icons and Baroque based on Lutheran theology of glory and 

 
247 Jenson 2011, 41. 
248 Lönnebo 2001, 184–186; Lönnebo 1984, 5. 
249 Jenson 2014, 69–77, 129–131. 
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cross. Nonetheless, Bahr mentions Fra Angelico250 as an example of the flourishing art 

of Christ’s glory. Bahr names Grünewald as a most august expression of the human 

Christ and Suffering Servant. For him, it is a splendid example of the theology of the 

cross. Bahr notices that images of Christ's poverty can also be distorted and 

overemphasized. Bahr criticizes images with excessive realism like the art of 

Caravaggio251 and humanistic Christ-types as expressions of bloodless, harmonious 

humanity. Furthermore, Bahr accuses Emil Nolde of subjectivity and unrealistic 

fairytale, as expressed in the painting Holy Night (1912). However, Bahr expresses 

favour to Otto Dix252 and Ewald Matarén.253  

    I survey some presented differences before proceeding to images of resurrection. 

Golgotha is shared. Orthodox Christology directs both Lutherans and Orthodox. 

Nevertheless, the theologians I study reveal an ecumenical challenge that may be 

generalized: Eastern Orthodox theology regards Lutheran images as overshadowing 

divinity. Lutheran theology considers the Orthodox icons as overshadowing humanity. 

Different images reflect different comprehension of Christ’s natures and death.  

    For Lutherans, Christ is a substitute and a sacrificial lamb who died in the place of 

sinful humanity. Hence, Lutherans understand Golgotha within the dialectics of law 

and gospel: The law punishes Christ for human sins. Simultaneously, the cross signifies 

grace, forgiveness, and atonement between God and humanity. Furthermore, Luther 

emphasized that God the Father abandoned His Son on the cross. God made Christ the 

greatest and the only sinner who deserved punishment of death. This was the Happy 

Exchange: Christ took human sin, misery, and death and traded them for righteousness 

and purity. Thus, it is possible to question the crucified Christ’s halo at this premise. 

Nonetheless, the Eastern Orthodox Church does not place its theological weight on 

juridical Redeemer or redemption. Instead, the cross denotes Christ's perfect sacrifice 

and victory over death and Satan as the first fruit of the new creation.254 

 
250 An Italian Dominican monk and pre-Renaissance painter known for his colourful frescos depicting Christian 
subjects.  
251 A prominent Italian painter from the sixteenth and seventeenth century. Caravaggio followed the Renaissance 
but replaced its idealism with naturalism. Honour & Fleming 1997, 562–563. 
252 German Expressionist and new objectivity painter known for depicting the horrors of war and minor people.  
253 Bahr, 217–220. Matarén was a German painter and sculptor from the twentieth century.   
254 Peura 2001, 212–217; Lossky 1985, 97–103. Both the Eastern Orthodox Church and Lutheran Church utilize 
rich imagery of the Bible when proclaiming salvation from Golgotha. According to Jenson, Eastern Church Fathers 
comprehended salvation primarily as a war between God and satanic powers. Christ's crucifixion and resurrection 
were God’s greatest victory. Jenson observes that these thoughts have a biblical reference. Nevertheless, he does 
not support this theory as it is merely mythic imagery. Jenson 2014, 132.   
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     It is possible to notice strengths and blind spots in these principles and guidelines. 

A Lutheran image consoles as it “weeps with those who weep”. It is as if the message 

of Grünewald is to assure that no suffering is too great that God can not to bear it nor 

darkness so dense that Christ has not seen it. Hence, Grünewald’s image is a reminder 

of God’s love as it demonstrates how deep and far Christ steps to find a lost sheep. 

Furthermore, Grünewald’s work is a strong testimony of Christ who assumed human 

sickness and took human sins upon Him. According to Lutheranism, every act, belief, 

and religion is valued in terms of the law and gospel. Eventually, only Christianity 

offers redemptive grace while all other human activities are under God’s law and, 

therefore, justification by works.  

    Nevertheless, regarding images, Jenson and especially Bahr operate predominantly 

on the side of the law, judgment, and crucifixion: Picasso’s Guernica is a visual homily 

of the law. Jenson’s images appear to be objects of God’s alien work as Luther 

expressed it. The law mauls Grünewald’s Christ as a work of God’s left hand. Thus, 

they appear to downgrade or even forget victory and resurrection. Symptomatically, 

Tillich, Bahr, and Jenson do not mention paintings that praise God’s new act of creation 

at Eastern – or not at least Lutheran ones. Moreover, is it true that only crippled images 

can be confirmed, meaningful, and deep? In other words, theology of the cross appears 

to emphasize a hidden and opposite God so strongly that Grünewald’s darkness absorbs 

any positive image or theology of images. In addition, recent memory of the Second 

World War affects Bahr’s and Jenson’s theology. The Holocaust questions sentimental 

images of Christ. Apparently, Jenson’s and Bahr’s weakness returns to Liberal 

Protestantism and its universal and existential apprehension of law and gospel. Thus, 

the Lutheran law and gospel become a general aesthetical experience. However, Jenson 

and Bahr are also consistent. I deduce that the hardship is to be aware of one’s own 

blind spots and roots of justifications.255       

    Ouspensky’s icon theology appears to convince from the hope that does not drown 

in sorrows and faith that does not get lost in misery. Theology of icons ensures that 

every human and every situation have an eternal character. Everything orients towards 

its final fulfilment. Moreover, the eternal glory of God is not for something to be 

hidden. It is a gift that the Father donates to His children. Lossky writes from the 

humiliation and foolishness of the cross. Thus, the insult of the cross is not absent in 

 
255 Mannermaa 1983, 78–79. 
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Orthodox theology. Consolation is also there. One can identify with grieving figures. 

As noted, Ouspensky calls icon art a failure. He joins this thought to the cross to present 

crucified Christ as a failure. According to Ouspensky, only Orthodox theology of icons 

is compatible with the cross. On the contrary, the Renaissance's rationalistic and 

immanent art rejects this “failure”.256 Moreover, iconoclasm surrenders to the failure 

by denial of image and incarnation.  

    I found Ouspensky’s reasoning unclear. According to Ouspensky, Grünewald fails 

precisely on the ground of the cross. Nevertheless, he names the problem of Western 

art as lost contact with the divine Christ. Hence, from a Lutheran perspective, he 

identifies and confuses theology of the cross and theology of glory. Perhaps Ouspensky 

still expresses the general Orthodox position. For Orthodox, a cross is a pivotal object 

in cult life and liturgical tradition. The tree of life is pregnant with the grace of God. 

Moreover, the cross is like a bridge along which the perishable world passes to life. For 

Orthodox, Lutheran theology and theology of the cross may appear to be falling into 

the abyss – which would be perfectly correct. Nonetheless, for Orthodox, Grünewald 

perhaps expresses the disappearance of the tree of life and Christ’s divinity and hence 

identification of the world and Christianity in the eclipse of God.257       

    Ouspensky is similarly consistent to Bahr and Jenson. But why can images not 

express problems? Why would shadows or suffering forget light and felicity? It appears 

that Ouspensky does not have the Seventh Ecumenical Council behind him. The 

council defended images by arguing they have the power to stir. Thus, the council saw 

it as reasonable and appropriate that Christians weep before an image of the 

crucifixion.258 Moreover, Grünewald’s John unites the cross and the sanctification with 

his long pointing finger and text, “He must increase, but I must decrease.”. This is an 

ecumenically significant gesture: John points to Christ as a suffering servant, not a 

glorified king. Thus, the road to glory is the way of the cross. Luther’s theology of the 

cross accuses Aristotelian, general, and natural theology of the wrong ordo caritas 

because while human love always desires the highest good, the cross subverts this 

order. Hence, Ouspensky’s criticism of betraying human deification can be turned 

 
256 Ouspensky 1992, 486; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 181. Florensky writes briefly on Christ’s poverty and 
humbleness. He states that only the Eastern and Russian Orthodox Church acknowledges this humanity. Florensky 
2017, 127.  
257 Seppälä 2020, 91–92. Seppälä (2020) offers a rich picture of the cross in Eastern Orthodox theology and tradition.  
258 Knight 2020, 6, 10–11. 
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against him. It appears that he forgets Paul’s words in Corinthians 2:2: “For I decided 

to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified."259 

    As a pinnacle of Western horrifying and humane images of Crucifixion, 

Grünewald’s painting is rather provocative in an ecumenical context. The Novgorod 

Crucifixion suits Lutheran theology and the Grünewald and the Novgorod Crucifixion 

are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Perhaps they supplement each other in the 

visual theology of salvation. Then both would stay on acceptable ground. Easter and 

Pentecost followed the crucifixion. Therefore, images of crucifixion should not 

necessarily disclose the entire story. After Good Friday, Grünewald’s altarpiece was 

opened. The Middle Position depicts the Annunciation, the Concert of Angels, the 

Nativity, and the Resurrection of Christ.  

    Bahr does not mention any positive images of resurrection.260 For Jenson, Bahr, for 

Lönnebo, the cross, and the Crucifixion appear to denote not just the subject of images 

but principles for image theology and iconography. Alternatively, Bahr and Jenson 

hold somewhat aesthetical principles and conditions behind theological words. 

However, for Orthodox, the incarnation usually denotes the birth of Jesus and all events 

of His life from then until the ascension. I believe that the cross and the crucifixion 

denote a trial to Orthodox theology of images. Does not God’s beauty hide in ugliness? 

Similarly, the glory of God and His kingdom is a touchstone for Lutheran images. Can 

Lutherans see beauty in beauty? Nonetheless, Ouspensky, Lönnebo, and Jenson 

approve the following image. Certainly, Florensky, Meyendorff, and even Bahr would 

also accept it.261   

 

 
259 Mannermaa 1983, 32.  
260 However, Bahr mentions Grünewald’s resurrection when he surveys the metaphysics of the Roman Catholic 
Church. As noted, Bahr criticizes natural transformation and movement from nature to supernature. He notes the 
countercriticism that theology of the Protestant Reformation breaks the contact between creation and redemption. 
Bahr mentions the Roman Catholic cultural critic Theodor Haecker who judged Grünewald’s resurrection as 
Gnosticism that separates redemption from creation. Indeed, this image of a floating Christ is exceptionally ethereal 
compared to naturalistic images of resurrection. It appears that Bahr regards Roman Catholic criticism to some 
extent justifiable. He dodges criticism by criticizing the Roman Catholic ontological system. Bahr 1970, 57–59, 
240.      
261 Björkman 2011, 57–61.  
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Image 12. The Descent into Hell or Anastasis, Fresco in the funeral chapel of the Church of Chora, 

Istanbul. Jesus delivers Adam and Eve from their tombs and shakes the forces of hell. Old Testament 

Prophets accompany him as a witness to Christ’s resurrection and anticipation of future resurrection. 

Photographer unknown. Published by Catholic Exchange.  

 

Ouspensky and Lossky present the Descent into Hell icon. Ouspensky reminds us that 

the actual moment of the resurrection is never depicted in traditional Orthodox 

iconography. This is because the gospels and Holy Tradition has kept it a mystery 

without witnesses. Ouspensky highlights the unfathomable character of resurrection 

and the consequent impossibility of depicting it. Hence, Ouspensky suggests that 

Grünewald’s and other Western images of the resurrection do not conform with Holy 

Tradition. Ouspensky reports that the first images of the resurrection were the prophet 

Jonah coming out of the whale’s belly and the angel's appearance to the women 

bringing spices to Christ’s dead body. The earliest representation of Descent into Hell 

dates to the sixth century. Similarly, Jenson writes that the first Christian centuries had 

no image of resurrection but that Holy Saturday was a possible subject.262    

    Ouspensky writes that the Descent into Hell demonstrates Christ's abasement and 

degradation for the salvation of Adam. Thus, Orthodox know Christ who descended 

into the lowest place and darkest abyss searching for His loved ones. It is noteworthy 

that the image of Adam recurs in icons of crucifixion and Holy Saturday. Eastern 

 
262 Jenson 2003, 13; Ouspensky 1952, 185–187. Miettinen informs us about Christ’s triumph in Hades as general 
Christian thought. However, Luther developed an alternative interpretation: Christ’s descent denotes that he suffered 
the suffering of hell. Miettinen notices that Lutheran Confession did not follow this interpretation stemming from 
Luther’s theology of the cross. Miettinen 2021, 72–74.  
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Orthodox Christology often utilizes Paul’s concept of Christ as a new Adam. 

Ouspensky explains that the icon also represents the beginning of Christ's glory. 

Moreover, the icon expresses the spiritual and transcendental reality of the resurrection. 

According to Ouspensky, it is precisely Lord’s soul that descends into hell. He quotes 

John of Damascus: “Although Christ dies as a man and His holy soul departed from 

His pure body, His Divinity remained inseparable from both – I mean both soul and 

body.” Therefore, Christ appears in hell not as a captive but as a conqueror. Hence, 

Christ has a halo and radiant garments. In Ouspensky’s version of the icon, the black 

abyss depicts the depths of hell. Nevertheless, the icon expresses divine rays of Christ 

and resurrection.263   

    Jenson considers the image of the harrowing of hell in the Church of Chora as the 

most wonderful depiction of the subject. He recommends on meditating death by this 

masterpiece. Lönnebo presents a similar image painted by de Caluwé. He mediates on 

the relation of time and eternity before it. Lönnebo observes the darkness of death and 

the Light of a victorious Hero. He teaches that Adam and Eve represent all human. 

Christ's gesture symbolizes the ancient liberation of slaves. Hence, this image is 

intensely meditative for Jenson and Lönnebo. I imagine that it also suits Lutherans 

because of its narrative subject found in scriptures. Apparently, it is consistent with 

calling this icon Resurrection. The First Epistle of Peter mentions that Christ descended 

into hell before His Easter resurrection. According to Miettinen, the narration of 

releasing of Adam and Eve derives from the apocryphal gospel of Nicodemus from the 

late fourth century.264  

    Naturally, it is possible to attribute the sense of indescribable mystery to this 

wonderful event. Moreover, I question depicting Christ's soul without His earthly or 

resurrected body. The gospels bear witness to how disciples saw resurrected Christ. 

Thus, he was visible. Why could one not depict these events? Ouspensky relies on an 

iconographic canon that instructs readers on which images are liturgical. He associates 

this canon with the Council of Trullo and writes that sacred images must correspond 

with scriptures, express realism, and reflect the future kingdom of God. However, he 

withholds that no ecumenical council nor bishops in the Eastern Orthodox Church have 

confirmed an obligatory iconographic canon. Clearly, he loads Trullo with meaning 

 
263 Ouspensky 1952, 187–188.  
264 Lönnebo 2006, 42–43; Jenson 2003, 13–14; Lönnebo 1984, 42–43; Miettinen 2021, 54.    
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and instructions that it does not express. Ouspensky does not mention it is possible to 

depict the Supper at Emmaus (see 3.2.3), Noli me tangere, Christ’s ascension, or 

conversion of the Paul. As noted, Ouspensky invoked images that express Christ's 

divinity. I found it strange that tradition of icons forbids painting the resurrected Christ. 

Apparently, this is Ouspensky’s limitation rather than general Eastern Orthodox 

iconography. Thus, resurrection does not define Ouspensky’s theology of the icon. Ifs 

and buts are in vain: Christ in icons is precisely resurrected Christ. It appears to be 

more correct that Christ in icons is always eternal and impassible divinity. However, 

Easter Day and Ascension Day do not identify in time.265 

    Usually, it is easy to see the subject of an image. Perhaps it is possible to draw an 

equal sign: a Christian subject signify Christian images. However, nature, purpose, and 

ontology, in other words, the whole comprehension of images, belong to the theology 

of images. Thus, the following subchapter also moves from Plato’s cave to the 

splendour of beauty.     

 

2.3. Meaning and Ontology of Image   

2.3.1. Dimly Mirror – Mediating Image as Sign, Symbol, and Window  
“For now, we see only a reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; 

then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known.”266 

 

In this chapter, I examine the ontological weight and power of icons and painted 

images, demonstrate what these positions denote, and show who represents them. The 

question “what is an image?” is fundamentally ontological. Primarily it concerns a 

relation and equivalence of image and its object. Theologically this denotes the possible 

interplay of humanity and spiritual reality. Further, this raises the question of the 

relation between word and image. Ontology hovers behind meaning, purpose, and 

image use in a specific and practical context. As noted, I appreciate that the ontological 

basis explains the purpose and task of images. My distinction between weak and strong 

image theology plays a significant role here.267       

 
265 Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 30; Goltz 2017.  
266 1. Corinthians 13:12.  
267 Robin Jensen’s book “Substance of Things Seen – Art, Faith, and the Christian Community” (2004) examines 
possibilities and functions that art images acquire in a Christian context. I draw on it in this subchapter.   
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    Ouspensky applies various meanings to icons. He writes: “The icon is not just a 

simple image, nor a decoration, nor even an illustration of the Holy Scripture. It is 

something greater.” Icons have a decorative and illustrative meaning, although they are 

not substantial for icons. I distinguish illustration and decoration as examples of the 

tasks of an image within weak image theology. Jensen notices that the expression 

“decorative” can have a positive meaning related to beauty. Nonetheless, an image 

receives a modest role if it is only or predominately an adornment or ornament. 

Decoration can be even frivolous, distracting, unnecessary, and carnal.268  

    At any rate, it appears that moderate purposes do not exclude other meanings. Hence, 

it is possible to construct ecumenical concord from weak image theology to a strong 

one. Thus, decoration and illustration appear to be the first positive, yet questionable, 

meaning for image after iconoclasm or absence of images. For example, Frankish 

theologians accepted images as decorations of churches. Moreover, illustrated Bibles 

and biblical paintings have always been part of Lutheran tradition. Instead, 

Ouspensky’s emphasis is on “something greater”. In addition, illustration denotes that 

image is subordinate to word. Generally, and historically, this is the Lutheran Church’s 

position for images.269   

    Ouspensky continues that icons are confessions of faith, which express the Church's 

teachings. Icons are an aid to devotion and instruments for knowledge of God. Thus, 

icons teach, educate, and guide Christian life. Ouspensky mentions that early Christian 

art was symbolic and a vehicle of the gospel. This indicates the evolution of Christian 

art from symbols to images of persons and from weak to strong ontology. Here the 

image has a more critical function than decoration. Assumably, every Christian church 

that is not iconoclastic, can accept pedagogical images. This meaning of images has a 

long tradition. The Seventh Ecumenical Council and Pope Gregory the Great, to whom 

Ouspensky appeals, defended Christian images as books for the illiterate. Similarly, the 

Council of Frankfurt and Luther understood the pedagogical value and aid to memory 

of images. Nevertheless, ontologically didactic images are not necessarily anything else 

than illustrations. Jensen attaches these images with a utilitarian commission to remind 

people of biblical events, direct a moral life, and transmit information. He describes 

 
268 Ouspensky 1978, 10, 170–172; Jensen 2004, 79–85. 
269 Michalski 1993, 4, 21–28, 38. According to Michalski, Luther valued paintings as relative, conventional, and 
nominalistic signs. Michalski 1993, 4. Obviously, Luther’s position towards nominalism is pivotal when asking 
about the ontology of Lutheran theology of image, but I do not discuss this in my study.  
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didactic images as historical, allegory, or metaphorical. Jensen reminds us that in these 

images, communication is unidirectional. As noted, Ouspensky rejected allegorical 

images that replaced holy realism. Allegory denotes unidirectional communication, 

which can be decoded with words.270  

 

 
Image 13. The Law and the Gospel, c 1529, painted by Lucas Cranach the Elder. This allegorical and 

didactic painting is divided into two opposite sides like an open book. The left side represents God’s law 

and the right side the gospel. Death and a demon chase a man to the flames of hell. Moses and the 

prophets point to the tables of the law. Christ as a judge witnesses the Fall of Adam and Eve. On the 

right side, John the Baptist points to the crucified Christ as a path to redemption. The Lamb of victory is 

trumping down the beast. An open tomb and a hovering Christ remind viewers of resurrection and 

heaven. Below are five explanatory texts from the Scriptures. The polarity of the painting derives from 

Luther. For him, sola gratia denoted not only that salvation happens without the law, but also that it 

happens against the law. Furthermore, the contrast expresses the Roman Catholic Church as the church 

of deeds and the Lutheran Church as the church of grace. However, the law has a positive meaning: it 

prepares one for the gospel as the viewer reads the image from left to right. Published and photographed 

by Herzogliches Museum Gotha.271    

 

The word “symbol” has a twofold character. It represents both weak and strong image 

 
270 Ouspensky 1978, 116–119, 170–172, 210; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 26–29; Jensen 2004, 85–91; Michalski 
1993, 22; Knight 2020:6.  
271 Honour & Fleming 1997, 468–469. 
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theology. Ouspensky considers images of lambs, fish, sheep, and birds on church walls 

as shadows and Jewish immaturity. The Council of Trullo enforces this argument. He 

contrasts early Christian images as iconographic symbols with the image of Christ. One 

is indirect, the other direct. Hence, he considers the Council of Trullo as a milestone in 

the ontology of Christian image theology. However, Ouspensky explains that all sacred 

art is symbolic and thus indirect:  
“The symbol is not in the iconography, not in what is represented, but in the method of 

representing, in how it is represented. In other words, the teaching of the Church is transmitted 

not only by the theme but also by the mode of expression.”272  

The symbol is a mysterious language that hides the truth. Moreover, symbolic art 

expresses materiality directly and spirituality indirectly. Symbol expresses the limit of 

human means because divine grace is not expressible by any human. A symbol is 

always a collective and human convention. Ouspensky notices that Eastern Orthodox 

Tradition has utilized iconographic symbols after Trullo too, but in an auxiliary role. 

Ouspensky explains the positive and strong meaning of symbol with the concept 

“sign”:  
“A sign only portrays reality; a symbol always qualifies it in a certain way, bringing forth a 

superior reality. To understand a symbol is to participate in a presence; to understand a sign is 

to translate an indication.”273  

I notice here the demarcation between weak and strong image theology. Participation 

and presence indicate strong ontology. On the contrary, image as a mere sign denotes 

the absence of spiritual reality and dependence on linguistics. A symbol as a sign 

signifies weak image theology as it hides.274 The symbol refers to strong image 

theology, reflecting its hidden truth. Reflection is an ontological key term. Ouspensky 

writes that the direct image of Christ or saints reflects the glory of God. Thus, a holy 

image is like a mirror. Also, a mirror has a twofold character: In itself, it is nothing but 

matter. At the same time, it reflects the divine reality correctively. Hence, I describe 

the holiness of icons as borrowed holiness. The glory of God inhabits the icon, which 

would be spiritually void without the grace of God. Nevertheless, new wineskins 

preserve new wines. The grace of the Holy Spirit sustains the holiness of both the 

represented person and their icon. This “foreign” holiness denotes that the icon is not 

 
272 Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 29. 
273 Ouspensky 1978, 22 
274 These distinctions are rudimentary. C.S. Peirce classified several meanings to a sign, but I exclude semiotics 
from my study.  
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magic or idol. One can utilize “reflection” without an ontological idea as Ouspensky 

notices when he rejects images that reflect empirical reality in daily conditions.275    

    The question of the ontology of images intertwines with human possibilities and 

God’s work. Thus, in weak image theology, images are entirely and only human made. 

Strong image theology implies God’s investment and cooperation with humanity and 

God. According to Ouspensky, sacred art is not only human offering to God but also 

God's descending into the midst of humanity. Image is the form in which God and 

humanity, grace and nature, eternity and time meet. Therefore, an icon is not just about 

God. It is mediated contact with God. Moreover, an icon is not just an aid for prayer. 

It is a prayer itself. Ouspensky’s observation echoes Lutheran theology of the cross: 

Through a humble icon of Christ, the Saviour descends among the poor. Icons depict 

Divine Beauty and transmit the revelation of the Divine World.276 

    The tradition of strong image theology dates to the Seventh Ecumenical Council. 

Ouspensky observes that the Orthodox response to Nestorian accusation was that icons 

do not represent only the human or divine nature of Christ, but the person of Christ 

with both natures. Furthermore, icons are at the same time hypostatically identical and 

naturally different from their prototypes. The icon is joined to its prototype because it 

portrays the person and carries their name. Thus, the grace of the prototype is present 

in the icon. An icon is not an imitation of nature but a deified prototype. Ouspensky 

concurs with John of Damascus that the image of Christ is Christ, and the image of a 

saint is that saint. The power is not split asunder, the glory is not divided, but the glory 

becomes the attribute of him who is depicted. These expressions indicate strong image 

theology. An icon is a bidirectional channel of both people and spiritual entities. Hence, 

icons represent holy people, not just allusions to their holiness.277    

 
275 Ouspensky 1992, 345; Ouspensky 1978, 191, 202; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 29–30. Sendler describes a sign 
as an indirect representation that can still call forth the presence of the reality represented. Nevertheless, signs are 
closed in on themselves. When a sign represents abstract meaning instead of a material object, it becomes a symbol. 
According to Sendler, symbol unites significant and signified by analogy, not by equation. A symbol participates in 
an opening towards the infinite. Sedler refers to the Council of Trullo and explains that the icon has replaced the 
symbol as an abstract transcendence with a concrete and human one. Sendler 1995, 78–79. According to Brown, 
iconoclastic controversies denoted comprehension of the interplay between icon and prototype without indicating 
the consubstantial presence of Christ in the icon like in the Eucharist. Thus, icons were seen as holy by participation, 
not holy in themselves. Brown 2004, 40–41. Similarly, Barber examines the theology of Theodore the Studite who 
asserted that an icon of Christ is not Christ and not even the icon of Christ. This is because wood and paint are 
different from the prototype in essence and nature. However, the name and a relation connect the icon with the 
prototype. Therefore, an icon is a connection and a portal to eschatological reality. Barber 2002, 129–130. 
276 Ouspensky 1978, 211; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 35–36, 39.  
277 Ouspensky 1978, 149–154, 168; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 30–32. Eastmond argues that images of emperors 
provided the basis for the mechanism of image veneration because whoever venerated the image also honoured the 
emperor in it. Imperial images are more analogous to idols, however, since emperors were still alive, unlike saints 
in heaven, beyond human harm. Cormack, Eastmond & James 2003, 77–82.   
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    The word “intermediary” hints at a similar yet stronger image theology than the 

terms “vehicle”, “medium”, and “instrument”. The icon became an orthodox 

intermediary in encountering God and saints through the Seventh Ecumenical Council. 

Veneration of the image is an orthodox response and expression towards saints and the 

orthodox teaching of the image. Arguably, veneration is the practical difference 

between weak and strong image theology.  

    Ouspensky reminds us that holy images are not on the lower level with sacred vessels 

in the Seventh Ecumenical Council but higher lever among the gospels, relics, and the 

cross. According to Ouspensky, Scriptures and images have direct and symbolic 

meaning. They are both symbols of the Spirit contained in them. They are distinct from 

the world and manifestations of the Church and kingdom of God. Ouspensky explains 

that the Seventh Ecumenical Council affirmed that holy images and 

scriptures correspond to each other as mutual means of divine revelation. It appears 

that this argument was utilized mainly after 787. According to Barber, superiority of 

images was developed in theology after the first iconoclastic period. Key figures 

strengthening the position of images were Theodore of Studite and the patriarch of 

Constantinople Photius. Ouspensky mentions Photius many times in a positive light.278  

    Furthermore, a word in Scripture is an image, and a painted image is a word. 

Ouspensky anchors these two mediums to Holy Tradition and liturgy. Furthermore, he 

writes that holy images are blended with human and divine action, like the Bible is born 

from human hands and divine inspiration. Hence, icons have human and divine natures. 

An icon is unchangeable and eternal since it expresses the revealed truth. At the same 

time, icons are diverse in their forms and expressions, corresponding to different times 

and places. Icons bear the seal of their transcendental nature. According to Ouspensky, 

a biblical account is inseparable from a representation. Hence, if one is absent or 

distorted, it leads to the downfall of the other as well.279 

     

 
278 Ouspensky 1992, 478–480; Ouspensky 1978, 10, 165–167; Barber 2002, 136.  
279 Ouspensky 1992, 469, 481–482; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 29–30, 36, 38.  
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Image 14. Archangel Uriel. A reproduction of a Balkan type from the seventeenth century. Ouspensky 

and Lossky illustrate a similar icon of the Archangel Michael. Lönnebo has an icon of Uriel guarding 

his garden. This icon demonstrates the interplay of figures, symbols, and words. Personal Uriel is a direct 

manifestation and presence of an incorporeal force, but also an indirect symbol of invisible spirituality. 

Presence provokes a question of the relation between time and eternity: can a created person be 

simultaneously present in multiple places? Directness is persuasive when a depicted person watches 

directly at the viewer. However, many festival icons depict events and encounters. Are these icons also 

full of presence? Ouspensky explains that the angel’s ribbons symbolize the spiritual hearing of the 

angel, attentive to the divine command. The Slavonic inscription “ARCHANGEL URIEL” is a part of 

the image. Ouspensky suggests that the correct name and realism are a precondition for sacred image 

and thus to strong image theology. However, has someone seen a red-winged Uriel in a roman cloak 

with a sword and a flame? Apparently, Ouspensky’s realism denotes biblical tradition, where angels 

appear in human form. The painting’s title or inscription is an interpretation key that produces a relation 

between image and words. The name of the person in the painting enables their identification, 

participation between a prototype and an image, and an encounter of a deified person and a believer. 
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Photographer unknown. Published in Hellenic Art.280     

 

Meyendorff verifies the Seventh Ecumenical Council’s positive and strong teaching of 

icons based on orthodox Christology and the connection between prototype and image. 

Meyendorff’s theology of the ontological character of icons appears to be slightly more 

moderate than Ouspensky's. He refers to Theodore the Studite, who emphasized the 

difference of image from prototype by teaching that icons are objects of relative 

veneration. For me, the word “relative” indicates weaker image theology or hesitation 

whose purpose was to guard the theology of images against producing idols. 

Meyendorff applies relativity also to Neo-Platonism. Hence, Neo-Platonism does not 

necessarily denote strong image theology. Instead, Meyendorff writes that material 

images had a modest place as a soul educator in this system. Images were even 

distractions that prevented the soul from reaching an immaterial prototype.281 

    Nonetheless, Meyendorff saw that for Theodore of Studite, iconography was a quasi-

sacramental and divine action of Christian artists. In addition, Meyendorff notices that 

Theodore of Studite transferred John of Damascus’ accent on the materiality of icons 

to a personal-spiritual prototype, which is the object of veneration, not the essence of 

the image. This reveals a paradox in the ontology of images: The presence of holiness 

denotes the ontological weight of images, but the greater emphasis on spiritual presence 

also signifies the image's vanishing. In other words, an image of a person denotes an 

absence of that person. If the person is present, there is no need for their image. 

Nevertheless, icons are a mode of presence to Orthodox. According to Meyendorff, 

strong image theology, a theology that is inseparable from art and colours, was 

preserved only in and through Byzantium.282 

    Meyendorff interprets symbols in line with Trullo as a substitute for reality. The 

 
280 Lönnebo 2006, 4; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 108. Uriel is one of the archangels mentioned in the 
deuterocanonical books. According to Marttila, the Synod of Rome forbade addressing or venerating any other angel 
than Michael, Gabriel, and Raphael in 745. Moreover, in 789 the Council of Aachen excluded those who named 
other angels from Eucharist. Therefore, angels as subjects of images is disputed ecumenical question. Marttila 2011, 
58. 
281 Meyendorff 1983a, 42–46; Meyendorff 1975, 174–175. 
282 Meyendorff 1983a, 48–50; Meyendorff 1975, 182–184, 190-192. Sendler produces a distinction between 
Theodore the Studite, who argued that Christ and the icon have hypostatic similarity but difference in substance and 
John of Damascus, who wrote that icons are filled with energy and grace. Sendler sees Theodore’s position as valid. 
Sendler 1995, 44–47. Nevertheless, also John of Damascus’ teaching that “grace of God rests on the image” denotes 
strong image theology. Theodore of Studite’s position appears to be the strongest image theology there is. However, 
this raises questions of animism and the degrees of veneration offered to Christ and Christ’s image. Apparently, this 
position endangers Christ’s freedom – there must be an image of a prototype, so the prototype does not vanish. 
Alternatively, the claim that the representation of Christ’s hypostasis is Christ’s hypostasis corresponds with 
speaking, crying, and bleeding images.     



125 
 
 

reason for this is a dispute between Palamas and Barlaam: Barlaam placed symbol 

between humanity and God while Palamas verified the possibility of a real encounter 

between humanity and God. This position denotes that Meyendorff places Barlaam’s 

source Dionysius and his symbolism on the side of weak image theology. Earlier I 

noticed that Dionysius’ symbol is twofold, both strong and weak at the same time. 

Moreover, Meyendorff transmits Palamas’ conviction of supra-celestial visions of the 

intellect that appear to surpass any lesser mode of presence, such as painted images. 

Meyendorff’s Neo-Platonism with Augustinian speculations of Palamas and Barlaam 

approximate him to weak theology of images. Nonetheless, Meyendorff writes that 

Palamas aligned with earlier Orthodox theology of icons.283 

    Florensky opposed images that imitate nature on ontological and Platonical grounds: 

An image is not about the essence of things but only their surfaces and skin. Florensky 

writes that representation is always more unlike the original than like it. Only two 

dimensions are shared, and other geometric properties are sacrificed. However, some 

properties of the image and object are the same. Thus, a representation signifies, 

indicates, alludes, and leads to an original idea. Clearly, this is still a weak image 

theology characteristic to a sign. Florensky denies any passage from reality to a picture 

in the sense of resemblances. The skin of the image is not a geometrical likeness. 

Hence, the image is only a symbol of the symbol. For Florensky, the symbol still has a 

positive and strong meaning. It is a reality greater than itself, for it carries the energy 

of other realities. Hence, a symbol is a window and a channel where the lower reality 

leads into the higher one. This echoes the thoughts of Dionysius. Moreover, symbolism 

signifies the organic unity of all entities and details. Renaissance images thickened 

religious symbols and thus closed the window. In sacred art, the beholder moves from 

the picture as a surface or skin to a skin of a thing and from there to the thing itself. 

Florensky appears to produce a principle between the lines that ontological weight lies 

on the resemblance of an image and its object.284 

    Florensky sees an inner and deeper reality in objects and artists to be deployed. 

Florensky writes that artistic vision is a complex psychic process with memories, 

emotion, and the entire person. This vision constructs the image from a polycentric 

perspective, adding its facets together. The object is living in the artist's imagination 

 
283 Meyendorff 1975b, 103–106.   
284 Florensky 2014, 102, 137–139; Florensky 2002, 258–261.  
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with inner pulsing, sparkling, and play. From this contemplation emerges a synthetic 

vision where the idea of the object and form is grasped in the image. This four-

dimensional vision includes depth as a third and time as a fourth coordinate. Synthetic 

unity of form exists not only in time but in eternity. After the creation, the work of art 

is a living and vibrating entity. This liveliness is not aesthetical but spiritual.  

Ouspensky mentions this distinction and considers icons alive in spiritual praxis. In 

other words, a work of art can flow with the divine energy of the spirit. An artwork 

surpasses an artist's time and subjective angle as it reaches eternal ideas. Hence, 

temporality and inanimateness denote weak image theology. Eternal and living 

character belong to a strong theology of image.285   

     Florensky saw the creation of art as a mystical and inspirational journey. This 

indicates ascension to the highest realm and noumena of things beyond human-made 

images. When the artist returns to the earthly realm, the soul’s spiritual knowledge 

assumes the shapes of symbolic imagery at the boundary of two worlds. For Florensky, 

symbol manifests the authentic substance and mystery of spiritual reality. A symbol is 

a transparent intermediary between the antinomies of being and mind. This symbolic 

art is materialized dream, which attains super-reality and incarnates the experience of 

the highest realm in real images. Florensky names these images spiritually grounded, a 

crystal of time and descending images born when the soul returns from super-reality.286  

    Other images are born from the moment of ascent. When the soul ascends and 

reaches the boundary of a spiritual realm, it sheds the imagery of everyday emptiness 

and the psychic effluvia. Artists can fail to reach the heavenly vision and go astray into 

the imaginary space. Florensky names these kinds of images void and thus 

contradictory to images full of presence. Moreover, Florensky writes that evil spirits 

inhabit the border between the two worlds. If these spirits catch the soul, they can 

enslave it to a delusion of pride and spiritual intoxication. These images can be 

affecting and artistically skilful. Nonetheless, they are earthly and even demonic 

deception. Perhaps Florensky thought of Symbolism or Surrealism when writing his 

words. Nevertheless, Florensky demonstrates a rather peculiar pattern of dreams, 

spirits, and visions for producing images. Nevertheless, it enables him to distinguish 

 
285 Florensky 2020, 45–48, 53–63; Florensky 2002, 101–102, 270–272; Ouspensky 1992, 345. The question of 
animateness of icons is again paradoxical: The Seventh Ecumenical Council states that the prototype is animate, and 
the icon inanimate. This was a defence against the accusations of iconoclasts. Sahas 2018, 91.   
286 Florensky 1996, 43–50; Florensky 2017, 51–52. 



127 
 
 

between sacred and secular, strong and weak images.287 

    Florensky explains his twofold image theology by distinguishing mask, face, and 

countenance. Face means appearance, which only hints at an objective, ontological 

reality. Face images are portraits. Florensky writes that portraits are not ideal forms but 

relative and external sketches of the face. Florensky names these art-like spiritual 

images. However, they are clearly on the side of weak image theology. Mask denotes 

a deceptive illusion and a sin, attempting to suck the life from the face and block the 

divine light from it. The countenance is the light and energies of God manifested 

ontological reality. Florensky explains that linguistically countenance signifies “like 

God”, ”eidos” or the “idea of a man”. Therefore, it is the prototype of the divine. At 

first, it appears that for Florensky, the face belongs to the sphere of Renaissance, mask 

to modern art, and countenance to Orthodox icons. Nevertheless, for him Renaissance 

painting was precisely a wall, a closed window, and a mask.288  

    Florensky bases his strong image theology on the ontological connection between 

icon and the prototype elaborated by the Seventh Ecumenical Council. For Florensky, 

this terminology is Platonic. Thus, unlike Ouspensky, Florensky stresses that strong 

image theology does have a Platonic root. Florensky’s epistemology is also based on 

the Platonist concept of anamnesis. He writes that an icon has the power to recall its 

prototype.289 Therefore, the image’s task is to remind the viewer of the prototype. This 

does not imply only informative or psychological content. The act of remembering 

denotes the spiritual ascension of the beholder's mind. A spiritually awakened person 

sees open windows and doorways where holy countenances enter empirical reality. 

Hence, Florensky highlights the viewers' part. Only by faith is it possible to see through 

the image.290  

    Florensky’s accent is also on the artist. Only images that are based on a direct vision 

of the mystical dream of an artist can lift the viewer. Thus, interaction with the icon 

causes human and image to ascend from mere materiality to spirituality and mere 

temporality to eternity. He writes that to paint is not to place a wall between vision and 

saint, nor add or construct anything of one’s own but to remove scales and obstacles of 

spiritual vision. Likewise, artists may no longer have the power to interrupt the flow of 

 
287 Florensky 1996, 45–50. 
288 Florensky 1996, 50–59. 
289 Ouspensky reminds us that remembrance do not mean merely a commemoration but ontological participation in 
the prototype. Ouspensky 1992, 345. 
290 Florensky 2014, 140–141; Florensky 1996, 65–76. 
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energy streaming from a centre of an emerging revelation within a work of art. Hence, 

the concept “window” fades the image away: The image of Christ is the Christ, and the 

image of the saint is the saint. Nevertheless, the window metaphor underlines that 

image and prototype do not identify completely.291 

    Florensky does not elaborate on the relationship between holy image and holy word. 

However, he places these modes of communication on at least an equal level. 

Florensky’s theology of words denotes similar mystical experience to that of images, 

the ordinary word may have supra-terminological content that reveals a higher world 

to the spirit. Myths and legends are important to Florensky because of their symbolic 

character. Thus, Florensky’s theology of the word is rather strange for Lutheran 

theologians. Apparently, for Florensky, the sacred image is a more direct, pervasive, 

and superior path to the heavenly realm than reading or hearing words.292    

    Lönnebo utilizes symbols as a sign from the spiritual world. Lönnebo writes that 

symbolic language is necessary because the Christian cult’s object is an invisible 

mystery. The entire creation is full of symbols. Moreover, symbols are especially 

effective in a cult as rites, myths, images, music, silence, and sacramental substances, 

water, bread, and wine. Lönnebo names the cross and crucifix as the most important 

symbols of Christianity. In addition, he calls the human being and Christ 

“archsymbols”. Symbols address feelings and attitudes and reveal the transcendent 

sphere. An icon symbolizes the invisible and is a sign of God's presence. Thus, the icon 

indicates God’s presence. Lönnebo appears to express a similar duality of symbols to 

Ouspensky. However, Lönnebo emphasizes the similarity of sign and symbol by 

writing that icons always points away from themselves. This derives from the view that 

heightens God’s transcendence and incomprehensibility. Hence, Lönnebo’s theology 

of images leans more towards of weak image theology. God’s presence is strong 

everywhere.293  

    Lönnebo’s position is ambiguous. He raises images to the same level as words and 

sacraments. Traditionally, Lutheranism accepts only the word of God and sacraments 

as instruments of salvation. This corresponds with Lönnebo’s mysticism that sees 

salvation not only as transition or a single event but as faith’s connection to Life’s 

 
291 Florensky 2020, 88; Florensky 2017, 58–59; Florensky 1996, 65–76.    
292 Florensky 2017, 59–62. My sources do not mention that it is common in the Eastern Orthodox Church to 
comprehend a concrete gospel book as a textual image and an icon of Christ. 
293 Lönnebo 1984, 6; Lönnebo 1975, 155–159, 170–179. 
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Fabric and Weaver. In addition, Lönnebo writes that an icon is a visual sermon and a 

sustained and enduring prayer. Therefore, it is, in a sense, even superior to verbal 

prayer. Furthermore, Lönnebo attaches living metaphors to icons as teachers and 

preachers, sisters, and brothers, which glorify God with the angels and saints. Perhaps 

this is more rhetoric than ontology. At any rate, he writes that icons are windows to a 

perfect world of saints. Thus, one indeed confronts the saint in the image. An icon is a 

medium that can create mystical relations. Lönnebo highlights icons as enablers and 

aids for meditation. He mentions only incidentally the image-prototype -formula. 

Therefore, it remains unclear whether the veneration of images is part of his theology 

of icons. If veneration denotes utilizing images as incarnating transcendent presence in 

immanence for transmitting Christian message and for the encouragement of prayer 

life, then I would say Lönnebo venerates sacred images.294   

    Bahr rejects any strong image theology. He denies the image’s ability to reflect 

holiness, spiritual or transcendent. Hence, art cannot reach beyond immanent and 

historical existence. He connects the idea-reflection formula to Platonism and German 

idealism. According to Bahr, this platonic metaphysics insists that beauty and art bear 

absolute and infinite forms. Bahr denies this mode of presence in art. However, he 

writes that great art can be full of the presence of salvation. He accepts that an event of 

beauty can contain a glimpse of paradise. A moment of ecstatic joy subverts time. 

Nonetheless, this instant before art lasts only for the blink of an eye. As a rule, the 

image does not possess ontological power.295  

    Bahr calls art and image signs. As such, they only indicate what they depict. For 

Bahr, the symbol is typical for non-historical and collective forms of religion. Here he 

deviates from Tillich, who valued symbols as a confluence of divine and human. For 

him, art forms have a subsidiary role in church life compared to the proclamation of 

the word and the sacraments. Thus, only the word of God denotes revelation, 

sacramental presence of power, and salvific reality. Images still have a positive role 

and meaning in Bahr's theology. They are human answers to the encountered and 

believed goodness of God. They are relieved of human worship before the Lord. Bahr 

notes that he is a disciple of Luther: God’s kingdom is the kingdom of hearing, not 

seeing.296  

 
294 Lönnebo 2009a, 28; Lönnebo 2006, 22–23; Lönnebo 1997, 4, 7–11, 18–19; Lönnebo 1984, 6.    
295 Bahr 1970, 30–31, 108, 112, 114–115, 119–120. 
296 Bahr 1970, 10, 207, 215, 227, 230–233. 
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    However, does Bahr follow Luther’s interpretation of images or signs? Kerko 

explains that Luther distinguished between philosophical and theological signs. A 

philosophical sign represents weak image ontology, and a theological sign strong image 

ontology. A philosophical sign signifies something absent, while a theological sign 

denotes presence. Thus, Bahr appears to reduce the ontological weight of Luther’s sign. 

I deduce that this is because he expresses the twentieth-century German neo-Protestant 

position towards Luther’s theology opposing German idealism and the theology of the 

Roman Catholic Church. Moreover, Bahr represents an existential interpretation of 

Luther popular in Germany at his time. Thus, his theology highlights relativity, being 

in a relationship instead of ontology, metaphysics, or things themselves. Existential 

accents disregard visual and external objects.297 

    For Bahr, paintings are not only signs but works of art. He substitutes a reflection-

idea -pattern with an existential surface-depth -formula. This signifies that art has an 

independent status as a form of expression. Moreover, in art, presented reality and its 

form are one. In other words, a meaning of a painting is a painting. Thus, Bahr rejects 

images as allegory, story, and mere illustration. Like Florensky, Bahr emphasizes art’s 

liveliness and dynamic inner tremor. Nonetheless, this depth -dimension does not entail 

spiritual idealism but forces fields behind atoms' natural perception and material 

dance.298  

    Yet, Bahr’s image theology is strong and loaded. To him, images are part of a 

theology of creation and general revelation. Bahr explains this profundity of art with 

the concept of the soul, saying that deep art seizes the viewer’s soul. He accepts this 

destination of modern art if free from idealistic suspicion towards the visible world and 

impossible attempts to reach the world of ideas or Kantian Ding an sich. Art is more 

profound than information or science because it opens and reveals reality more 

existentially, correctly, and holistically. Furthermore, an image may possess 

compelling force, although it is less unobligated than the word. This power is based on 

the image’s place between word and silence. Thus, Bahr ascribes images with 

meditative functions.299 

    Jensen lists two more functions of images besides decoration and education: 

devotion and prophecy. These meanings appear to echo in Bahr’s words. These images 

 
297 Kerko 2006, 64.  
298 Bahr 1970, 15–19, 80, 98–99, 106. 
299 Bahr 1970, 165, 231–232. 
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liberate artists' creativity and imagination to present biblical events and saints in the 

present time. Historical accuracy is not the purpose but the meaning of an event and 

specific atmosphere is. According to Jensen, a devotional image calls the viewer to step 

into an event and empathize with it. Devotional images can also be abstract. Then 

interaction happens without backup narration. Furthermore, image as prophecy depicts 

truth rather than a religious subject. Prophetic images can be ugly, shocking, and 

shameful. Prophecy provokes, criticizes, and demands action. Bahr and Jenson appear 

to value prophetic art. Indeed, these images are more than decoration or illustration. 

However, they are not necessarily ontologically powerful.300   

    As noted, Jenson rejected the Eastern Orthodox Church’s metaphysical ontology of 

images adopted from Antiquity. Jenson surveys producing images as human means like 

baking bread and writing the Bible. For him, the image has sacramental significance as 

it participates in the divine self-revelation. Moreover, this image is an imitation that 

grasps the identity of the portrayed reality. At least in the case of Christ, the attempt to 

produce this kind of image signifies justification by works to Jenson. Hence, Jenson 

considers Platonic image -theology untenable. Furthermore, he argues that washed-out 

versions of sacramental images appear in Protestant circles. These images are intended 

to be educational and inspiring. Jenson names these graven images and asks readers to 

remove them from churches. The ontological weight is on God’s word as Logos, 

speaking of the Bible. Nevertheless, the images are not part of God’s revelation but 

part of a response, Christian piety.301  

    Jenson accepts the decisions of the Seventh Ecumenical Council and the act of 

veneration. Nonetheless, he interprets images not within a strong image-prototype -

ontology but as vehicles that identify sacred persons and aim to bring human intention 

to God. For Jenson, the question is about relationships, not metaphysics. On the one 

hand, Jenson expresses traditional and weak Lutheran image theology. On the other 

hand, he appears to produce a sacramental expansion from the word of God and 

Eucharist to the entire divine service. I return to this in chapter 3.2.4.302  

    This subchapter proves that the division between weak and strong image theology is 

 
300 Jensen 2004, 91–100. Schwebel criticizes Bahr for placing art completely on the side of the law rather than the 
side of the gospel. Moreover, Bahr’s principles of orthodoxy restrict artistic freedom and Christian grounds for 
genuine artistic works. For example, could a piece of art offer and transmit hope, or is this a task only for God’s 
word? Schwebel 2008a, 183, 185.    
301 Jenson 2014, 172–175, 179. 
302 Jenson 1999, 270, 284, 288. 
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coarse. To imply that the Lutheran Church represents weak image theology and the 

Eastern Orthodox Church a strong one would be to simplify. Notably, this is because 

strong image theology also conveys weak image theology. Direct icons of Christ, 

saints, and angels are also decorative, educative, illustrative, and artistic. Moreover, a 

separation between sacred and profane images existed in the times of iconoclastic 

struggles. However, my distinction is ecumenically clarifying. The properties of an 

image can be divided only if one remembers that weak properties can also belong to 

the strong side. Thus, strong image theology is not only wood and paint, not only 

human skills or temporal laws of nature. It also concerns spirituality, God’s action, and 

infinity. I deduce that the meaning and function of an icon derive from the image’s 

ontology. At least these factors are in correlation. It is hardly an accident that generally, 

icons have more central and intensive application in Eastern Orthodox services than 

images have in Lutheran gatherings. Moreover, the Eastern Orthodox Church seems to 

place greater ontological and pneumatological meaning on consecrating material 

objects although this subject remained untouched in my sources and literature.303    

    The difference between weak and strong images is not necessarily a question of 

either/-or, or of orthodoxy and heresy. Indeed, the message of Cranach’s painting is 

problematic to Orthodox. Nevertheless, is there an inevitable error in Christian 

allegories or Lutheran altar paintings?    

    The Bible is an admissible ecumenical foundation. Both the Lutheran Church and 

Eastern Orthodox Church confess its divine nature. Moreover, Lönnebo, Bahr, and 

Jenson emphasize spoken and proclaimed words in the context of the liturgy, not just 

the printed words of the Bible. Nonetheless, especially in the case of Florensky, 

visuality disregards the auditive word when compared to Lutheran theology. 

Abundance, reachability, and the power of symbols are usually alien to Lutheran 

theology. Symbols appear to form a bridge between humanity and God and the grace 

of God, while the Lutheran concept of original sin and reservations towards natural 

theology highlights the division. Thus, Florensky’s visual theology is ecumenically 

more challenging than Ouspensky’s and Meyendorff’s. However, Lönnebo’s view that 

symbols are the language of faith appears to be rather general in today’s Lutheranism. 

Florensky’s words on human sins and devils echo Lutheran barren realism and the 

 
303 Barber 2002, 132–134.  
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Western sentience of Faustian.304  

    Ouspensky’s equality of the holy word and the holy image and unacceptable to 

Lutheran theology. No Lutheran theologian has placed other mediums on the level of 

the Bible and sacraments. This is because of the sola scriptura -principle: nothing 

should be set alongside the Bible as God’s revelation. However, the sola scriptura -

principle is ambiguous or even questionable within Lutheranism. Besides, in 

Lutheranism, sacraments are understood in Augustinian fashion as visible words. 

Moreover, Luther recognized that God’s word is sacramental and thus salvific. Further, 

Luther and the Apology of the Augsburg Confession chapter XIII state that image and 

words intertwine in the context of sacramental divine service.305 Sacred images are 

visible signs that operate by the power of the word. Thus, Ouspensky’s observation of 

the interpenetrative character of word and image can be shared by Lutherans. Perhaps 

Lutherans could accept strong image theology where the power of an image is the 

power of God’s word.306  

    Bahr and Jenson appear to express general Lutheran notions by writing from the 

superiority of God’s word. It addresses, obligates, and touches humans personally, 

locating them with God in the story of salvation and earthly history. Ouspensky notices 

this primacy as he tries to subvert it: Imagined images frustrate biblical accounts. 

Furthermore, there was never a commandment to write holy scriptures. Jenson and 

Lönnebo appear to accept the broader concept of sacramental reality and 

interoperability of words and images. Bahr restricts salvific power more closely to the 

word of God. Barber reminds us that iconoclastic struggles largely disputed the 

relationship between words and images. Iconoclasts disregarded image as a medium 

besides words. For them, images did not transmit knowledge or add anything to words. 

For defenders of icons, images were an equivalent medium with words or even superior 

to words. Hence, Bahr is closer to the iconoclasts.307     

    Bidirectionality is a characteristic of strong image theology. Art can be bi-directional 

through artistic creativity, imagination, and vision. Metaphors of window and mirror 

can belong to both weak and strong theologies. One question is the source of imitation, 

of earthly or heavenly reality. Symbols appear to be on both sides of weak and strong 

 
304 For example, Cantell writes on symbolic reality in Christianity. Cantell 1993, 22–29.  
305 Tunnustuskirjat.fi 2011. 
306 Ouspensky 1978, 165–166; Kerko 2006, 54, 68, 70, 90–94, 111–114.  
307 Jenson 1999, 270–284; Bahr 1970, 231–233; Barber 2002, 125–129, 135–136.     
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image theology simultaneously. Florensky amplifies symbols' spiritual power. 

Lönnebo appears to highlight the weak side of the symbol, identifying it with the sign. 

In the theological and ontological ground, an image as sign represents weak ontology 

as it points outside itself as a visual presentation of the verbal message. Hence, the sign 

is a signpost that is empty of presence.  

    Nevertheless, at least in semiotics, all images and words are precisely signs as part 

of communication systems. Obviously, Ouspensky for example acknowledges this 

conventional character of symbols. Nonetheless, for him symbols have above all else 

spiritual meaning. Moreover, in sacramental theology, the old Augustinian formula is 

that the bread and wine are visible words and signs where Christ is present. Symbolic 

comprehension of bread and wine questions this presence. Nonetheless, symbolism is 

a habit of expressing the dual character of material images in the theology of images. 

Apparently, symbolism belongs to the totality of specific mystical and metaphysical 

theology because Bahr and Jenson do not utilize this concept.308 

    The question of time and eternity in images is related to the question of presence. 

Presence is a key ontological term. Theologically and ecumenically, it is more 

meaningful than philosophical equivalents. Presence enables participation and contact 

between a human and God. Theology of presence is part of Christian mysticism and 

general Christianity: God’s face shines upon us. God fills the universe with God’s 

presence. This may have significance for image theology in ecumenical relations 

between Lutherans and Orthodox. It is noteworthy that Lönnebo constructs his 

theology of icons within his Lutheran context precisely based on this general presence. 

Hence, also Lutherans accept that Christ truly is in His icon. Images of Christ are visual 

signs, testimony, and promise of Christ’s birth, resurrection, and return.  

    No Eastern Orthodox Church or theologians of this study claims that an icon is a 

sacrament.309 On the contrary, Ouspensky and Meyendorff clarify that iconoclasts were 

incorrect when they stated that bread and wine is the only legitimate image of Christ. 

The Eucharist is not an image at all but truth and Christ Himself. Nevertheless, I noticed 

that in strong image theology, emphasis on the presence of holiness reduces the role of 

the image, because “the image of Christ is Christ”. Hence, beauty condenses in icons 

 
308 Fiske 1992, 60-78, 150.  
309 Florensky utilizes the word sacrament broadly and narrowly. Narrow interpretation denotes traditional 
sacramentalism, while broad apprehension sees all the visible and earthly things behind which the invisible and 
heavenly are pre-eminently hidden. It appears that this hiddenness does not signify unreachability to him. Florensky 
2017, 84.  
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more strongly than in nature. This hypostatical identicality of icons is a main 

ontological demarcation line between Orthodox and Lutherans. Moreover, it places 

Lutherans and weak image theology on the side of iconoclasts who denied the 

possibility to call saints back to life by dead art. Identification of image and its subject 

evokes a critical question that is simultaneously silly and relevant: Should not saints in 

the images be more alive, moving, and speaking? Or is it so that Florensky claims that 

icons speak only in colour and line? Nevertheless, perhaps iconoclasts were incorrect 

when they spoke of dead saints and dead art.310   

    Luther once opposed an initiator of Swiss Reformation Ulrich Zwingli, who said that 

God is present even in cabbage soup but hidden. For Luther, the salvific and revealed 

presence of God is found in God’s word and sacraments. Perhaps an image of Christ is 

still not as good a hiding place as the soup. Making an image as the door handle to the 

kingdom of God is also a question of anthropology and salvation (see chapter 3).311   

    Christian images are not only part of a culture, the study of aesthetics, or the tourist 

attraction of museums. Above all else, they are cult objects which belong to sacred 

spaces. The archaic and religious nature of images also denotes the possibility of 

miracles.         

 

2.3.3. Magic and Medicine – Supernatural Images and Superstition    
“Moses made a bronze snake and put it up on a pole. Then when anyone was bitten by a snake and 

looked at the bronze snake, they lived.”312 

 

The belief that images can perform miracles indicates strong image theology. 

Miraculous images are strong channels of divine intercourse. Herrin notes that images 

of saints were part of the cult of saints performing miracles and offering protection in 

the practical life and pilgrimages of Orthodoxy from the Middle Ages to the present 

day. Similarly, Belting explains that miracles testified to images’ holiness and 

legitimized their use. This supernatural condition was also a challenge to iconodules. 

Thus, the Seventh Ecumenical Council stated that miracles are signs for those who do 

 
310 Florensky 1996, 68; Ouspensky 1978, 149; Meyendorff 1975, 183; Knight 2020, 15.  
311 According to Martikainen, Lutheran theology can acknowledge the presence of holiness in paintings. For him, 
the artistic process may be a mystical journey to darkness and then return to the light. A work of art carries presence 
according to its strengths. Martikainen denotes artistic skills, technique, colours, and composition by forces. 
Martikainen 2016. 
312 Numbers 21:9.  
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not believe. Therefore, the absence of a miracle is not an argument against the holy 

image. On the contrary, it is an argument against an evil generation that seeks a sign. 

Furthermore, iconodules like John of Damascus appealed to images' miraculous powers 

in their defence. Michalski informs us that Russian Orthodox demonstrated this defence 

of images to foreign Lutherans in the seventeenth century. The Lutherans answered 

that they do not require miracles because they have the gospel.313  

    Moreover, miraculous images were and are reminiscent of relics. According to 

Barber, the cult of icons adjusted on corresponding ground to the cult of relics. Like a 

material object is connected to a holy person, so an icon is connected to a saint in the 

form of memory. Moreover, icons with miraculous origin (see chapter 3.2.1) intertwine 

relics and icons. The cult of relics flourished in Western Christianity from the Seventh 

Ecumenical Council to the Protestant Reformations and continues in the Eastern 

Orthodox Church and Roman Catholic Church today. The usual Orthodox custom is to 

attach a relic to an icon.314  

    It is possible to deny miracles as superstition or define supernaturality as magic. 

Kotkavaara remarks on the gap between vernacular people and educated intellectuals 

throughout the Christian centuries. He observes that ordinary people treat holy images 

and statues as living persons. For example, people have offered food to them. 

Intellectuals and enlightened church workers saw this activity as superstition. Belting 

comments laconically that the rabble did not understand the theological subtleties of 

councils but miracles and legends. Hence, strong image theology denotes the 

possibility of miracles, the danger of magic, and the misuse of images. It appears that 

the present Lutheran Church has two significant and inherited filters that block miracles 

out from daily lives: Enlightenment rationality and the legacy of their Reformation that 

attacked Roman Catholic legends, relics, and superstitious beliefs. Is there still room 

or demand for miracles in Lutheran Church, or did they stay behind to Middle Ages?315  

    None of the theologians I study deny biblical miracles or the possibility of present-

day ones. However, their words on miracles are few. Bahr does not mention them at 

all. Clearly, images have no miraculous powers in the aesthetical field. Jenson writes 

only briefly on miracles. Similarly, Lönnebo mentions Saint Simon the Shoemaker316 

 
313 Knight 2020, 11; Herrin 2007, 103; Belting 1994, 47, 298; Michalski 1993, 114, 140. 
314 Barber 2002, 23–26. 
315 Kotkavaara 1999, 94; Belting 1994, 172.   
316 A Coptic saint from the tenth century.  
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and his miracle of moving the mountain but does not attach miracles to icons. Hence, 

Lutheran theologians of this study do not deny the possibility of miracles but consider 

them not substantive or essential. Perhaps miraculous images are unknown or 

unbelievable for them. I remind readers of Bonhoeffer’s claim that the world has come 

of age. This appears to be confirmed on the western and Lutheran grounds. Miracles 

belong with childishness and a child’s faith.317   

    For Ouspensky, what is essential is the dogma of venerating icons, the miracle of the 

incarnation of God, and the human deification. He does not deny the possibility of 

miracles or miracles through images but maintains that they are exceptions from the 

norm. In the case of Ouspensky, another question arises: What if a heretical, Western, 

and realistic image performs the miracle? Curiously, Ouspensky does not deny these 

miracles. After all, denial is an easy method. Nonetheless, Ouspensky claims that 

miracles do not compensate for the incomplete truths of salvation. Moreover, miracles 

are not a criterion for legitimate art. Thus, Ouspensky appears to disvalue miracles 

because they are also attributed to other religious images. Probably he is cautious in his 

apology because of the risk of being accused of superstition but he admits that a 

miraculous image can be a foundation for a new canonical icon.318  

    Ouspensky and Lossky mention some miracles made by saints or images of Mary or 

Christ. One of these icons is of Saint George who slays the dragon. Saint George is a 

popular figure also in the Roman Catholic world. Thus, he is a demonstrative example 

of the difference between Protestants and Orthodox or Roman Catholics reflected in 

images. For many Lutherans, the dragon -story is a pious legend; for them doubt is a 

common characteristic of coming of age. The critical question of a sceptic can be 

overwhelming: Did it happen? Perhaps it is also possible to throw the baby out with 

the bathwater. Will the miracles of Elijah, Jonah, and Jesus remain within the 

acceptable historical ground?319 

    Florensky writes that everything in church life is a miracle, including sacrament, 

icons, and hymns. In addition, the transparent reality is completely miraculous for a 

believer. For Florensky, every icon is a miracle-worker and has potential to heal the 

soul of the damaged body. These Platonic miracles are not the only possibility. 

Florensky also mentions miracles of saints and icons of the Mother of God. 

 
317 Lönnebo 2006, 54–55.  
318 Ouspensky 1992, 474, 476-477. 
319 Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 137.  
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Nevertheless, Florensky operates in more miraculous waters than Ouspensky and 

Meyendorff. Therefore, he produces a clear separation between religious, scientific, 

and superstitious worldviews. The latter is occult and devilish “religion” in which 

actions originate from unclean and evil sources. Meyendorff and Florensky write 

briefly on relics that persist miraculously without decaying because divine energy 

affects them.320   

    Miraculous images appear not to be a remarkably controversial ecumenical issue. 

The demarcation line between educated theologians or intellectuals and vernacular 

religion softens the tension. Miracles have only a suggestive role in Ouspensky’s 

theology of images. Hence, miracles tend to remain in the grey area of doubt and 

silliness rather than a powerful argument in apology for holy images. Indeed, the 

Eastern Orthodox Church and Seventh Ecumenical Council have chosen the path more 

open to possible miracles and superstitious practices than Lutheran Church. This is a 

question of the tradition and roots of each church. Nevertheless, the Scriptures are full 

of wonders. No iconodules nor iconoclasts utilized the story of Moses’ bronze snake 

as an argument for or against holy images. The bronze snake was a healing and miracle-

working instrument with references to Christ. The second book of Kings reveals that 

later the snake became an idolatrous object of worship. Thus, Hezekiah smashed it to 

pieces.321    

 

 
320; Florensky 2017, 16–26; Florensky 2014, 67; Florensky 1997, 82, 89, 94, 101, 267; Florensky 1996, 73; 
Florensky 1997, 82, 89, 94, 101, 267; Kamppuri, 1988, 128. 
321 Apparently, the dual nature of the bronze snake prevented both parties from utilizing it. However, the object was 
part of Luther’s teaching on images. The bronze snake questions the position of iconoclasts by demonstrating the 
power of an orthodox image while simultaneously warning about abuse of the sacred images. 
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Image 15. The Icon of the Mother of God of Valamo in Orthodox New Valamo Monastery in Finland. 

Painted by Aleksei Konstantinov in 1878. This icon is part of a larger iconostasis and is painted with oil 

colours according to academic style. Mary’s bare feet, a cloud, and the cross-bearing orb (globus 

cruciger) in baby Jesus' hand are untypical details in traditional icon art. Hence, Ouspensky would not 

accept this icon. In general, New Valamo Monastery and Eastern Orthodox Church regard this icon as a 

wonder-working. The first miracles were associated with it by the end of the nineteenth century, but the 

painting was authenticated as miracle-working only in 1987. There is a relic, a piece of the Virgin Mary’s 

cloak, attached at the foot of the painting. The locality of miracle-working icons denotes tradition, 

culture, and economic dimensions. According to Flinckenberg-Gluschkoff, there are approximately 

10 000 miracle-working icons in the world. Thus, they are a general part of Orthodox pilgrim sage and 

daily life. Moreover, the Orthodox send respected icons abroad. The Icon of the Mother of God of 

Valamo travelled to Alaska in 2005. Photograph by Henna Kauppinen.322 

 

In Christianity, everything is directed towards salvation. In theology, soteriology asks 

who will be saved, from what, and by whom. Chapter 3 deals with these questions in 

image theology. I also address the context of salvation, the tradition, the company, and 

the liturgy.   

 
322 Ronkainen 2019, 27–34; Flinckenberg-Gluschkoff 2015, 96–97. 
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3. From Glory to Glory: Image and a 
Means of Salvation 

3.1. Image and Salvation 

3.1.1. A Glory and a Wreck of the Universe – Human as Fallen Image  
 “Then God said, “Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule over the 
fish in the sea and birds in the sky, over the livestock and all the wild animals and over all the creatures 
that move along the ground.”323 

 

This chapter concerns anthropology as an explanatory background of a theology of 

images. All Christian churches recognize basic principles from Genesis that humans 

are an image of God, yet fallen and mortal. Here I study what does this denotes. At 

first, there is a duality that all Christians share: They are created and therefore good. 

By the Fall, humans are sinners. Moreover, Christianity bears witness to the 

coalescence of eternity/time, spiritual/material, and body/soul. However, the patristic 

notion of human nature is a trichotomy of flesh, soul, and Spirit. Furthermore, I 

emphasize that Christian churches share the concept of “heart” as an inner human 

centre. This appears to be a Christian corrective to Platonism: humans in their entirety 

and as such are good. In Platonism the mind/intellect is the centre of being and the 

body, only a shell. In addition, the heart signifies a spiritual and mystical departure 

from mere rationality and materiality. The concept is essential to Meyendorff, 

Florensky, and Lönnebo. Furthermore, for Meyendorff and Florensky, the mind is a 

pivotal human faculty. They express an old Eastern Christian mystical tradition where 

heart and mind identify. In other words, the heart is the throne of the intellect. In this 

chapter, I also address the anthropological terms “nature,” “reason,” “will,” “senses,”, 

“emotions,” and “memory”.324                                                                                               

 
323 Genesis 1:26. 
324 Lönnebo 2009b, 14, 21; Lönnebo 1997, 9; Florensky 1997, 58, 195–196, 378-380; Meyendorff 1983b, 43, 125; 
Lönnebo 1975, 139; Meyendorff 1964, 145–146; Kamppuri 1988, 111. Meyendorff follows Palamas and the fourth-
century monk and ascetic Macarius of Egypt and Palamas by writing that the mind transcends itself. Moreover, 
Meyendorff uses Macarius to correct the incorrect Platonist anthropology to a Christian one. This denoted a shift 
from the centrality of the mind to the centrality of heart. Nevertheless, for Palamas, the heart was precisely the 
throne of the intellect. Meyendorff 1983b, 44; Meyendorff 1974, 14–24. Elsewhere Meyendorff writes that Palamas 
identified the mind with an image of God and understood it as open to God. Meyendorff 1964, 154. According to 
Ivanovic, the Greek word psyche denoting “soul” or “spirit” was generally understood as a synonym to image or 
eidolon, in late Antiquity. Ivanovic 2001, 2. According to Seppälä, Aristotle and Plotinus utilized the term νοῦς, 
nous, to describe the uppermost, immaterial and unchangeable part of human being. Seppälä regards Byzantine 
anthropology as a synthesis of Aristotle, Platonism, and the Jewish heritage of scriptures. The Church Fathers 
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    Ouspensky, Meyendorff, and Florensky emphasize that the image of God signifies 

human freedom and spirituality. Meyendorff underlines that the image implies 

creation’s participation in the divine nature, energy, and grace. As an image of God, 

the human person has a higher form of participation than other creatures. Thus, 

Meyendorff reminds us that in Greek patristics, nature and grace are not opposed, but 

they presuppose one another. Similarly, Ouspensky asserts that the Eastern Orthodox 

Church believes in the connection between humanity and God, whereas Western and 

humanistic anthropology stresses human autonomy. All three theologians construct a 

distinction between the image and the likeness of God. The latter denotes the perfection 

of human and their resemblance to God. Freedom is precisely the possibility to realize 

the likeness and mind’s capacity to transcend itself. Here is an ecumenical stumbling 

block. Lutherans believe in the bondage of human will. At any rate, in Florensky’s 

tripartition the mask refers to sin, face to human personhood, and his appearance and 

countenance to the likeness of God and idea of humanity. Hence, his theology proposes 

that patristic anthropology is mainly consistent with Platonism. It is noteworthy that 

the fundamental pillars of the Christian life – creation, Fall, redemption, and 

sanctification – are understood through the concept of the image.325 Likewise, 

Ouspensky’s and Florensky’s opinion that icons and persons in them should depict 

transfigured flesh correspond with this anthropology and likeness of God as its 

destination.326 

    Orthodox theologians of this study consider the human person as a microcosm as 

centre of created life and a miniature of the entire universe. Possessing both a soul and 

 
identified the biblical term “image of God” with nous. Thus, Eastern Christian anthropology divorced from 
Augustine and Lutheranism: The believer is not simultaneously justified and a sinner but simultaneously animal and 
angel. Seppälä 2021, 20–23, 29–32, 36–37, 50–53.     
325 Similarly, Lossky notices that no branches of theology can be isolated from the question of the image. Lossky 
1985, 126. 
326 Florensky 1997, 98; Florensky 1996, 42, 50–56; Meyendorff & Tobias 1992, 25–27; Ouspensky 1992, 487, 497; 
Ouspensky 1978, 184–186; Meyendorff 1975, 114–116; Kamppuri 1988, 118–119; Slesinski 1984, 161. Florensky 
traces the word countenance to the Greek words "eidos" and "idea". For Florensky, face, and countenance, image 
and resemblance equate. Florensky 1996, 52; Florensky 2020, 80–81. Meyendorff observes a distinction between 
image and resemblance. Meyendorff 1975, 114. Meyendorff writes that in patristic tradition, there is no clear 
consensus whether the image of God denotes both soul and body or only the mind. Furthermore, it is not univocal 
whether the terms image and likeness are synonyms or distinct concepts. Meyendorff 1975, 114. According to 
Annala, the middle-Platonists distinguished between idea and eidos. The idea signifies something wholly 
transcendent and non-material, while eidos is an idea within matter. Annala 1993, 73. Annala traces the traditional 
Byzantium soteriology where salvation denotes transformation from image to likeness to Origen. Nonetheless, 
Church Fathers Tertullian, Irenaeus, and Augustine produced similar distinctions and understood likeness 
soteriologically. Annala 1993, 95, 152–153. According to Repo, Platonism influenced patristic interpretations of 
Genesis. He states that Irenaeus utilized the first distinction between image and likeness and that the Orthodox 
concept of human freedom is based on this anthropology. Repo notes that Lutheranism denies this natural freedom 
of humanity, but perceives agreements and good premises: Lutherans acknowledge human freedom in natural 
practical life. Orthodox acknowledge that humans cannot save themselves. Repo 2005, 24–28.     
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a body, our place is between spirit and matter. Furthermore, we can ascend to the 

angelic realm and descend to animal passions. Meyendorff notices that Palamas loaned 

the concept of microcosm from the Church Fathers. They adapted it from the Biblical 

conception of humans as rulers of creation, from Platonism and Stoicism. Humans and 

the entire world are a mirror of God and, therefore, a means of access to God. 

According to Meyendorff, the Fall made humans dependent and lower in the cosmos. 

By contrast, divinization signifies human freedom from the cosmos and control of it. 

Ouspensky highlights the human task to realize the union and harmony of everything 

within them. Creation participates in the spiritual life through humans. The angelic 

realm is vital to Florensky as one of the expressions he yields to a higher world. 

Furthermore, he emphasized that humans are nothing but a small image of the 

macrocosms.327  

    Thus, Meyendorff, Ouspensky, and Florensky comprehend the Fall and salvation as 

all-encompassing: When one person falls, the entire creation falls. When a person is 

restored to divine beauty, the entire universe is freed from disorder and corruption. In 

addition, this notion denotes a Christian/Platonic worldview with hierarchic order: 

materiality is inferior and spirituality superior. This corresponds with transfigured flesh 

and calm, majestic faces of the saints depicted in icons. 

    Lönnebo shares the thought of the human being as microcosm. Like Florensky, it 

denotes universalism: Each human being is not only I, but entire humanity, Adam and 

Eve is made from matter and stardust but also heaven and Spirit. Furthermore, a 

microcosm signifies direction from the self to others. In addition, humans are a priests 

and mediators between two worlds. Lönnebo links animalism with the body. However, 

he concludes that animalism is desirable because the body is good and part of a human. 

By animalism, Lönnebo signifies preserving the body in value and respecting all 

creatures that form life's great fabric. It appears that here is Lönnebo’s Lutheran shift 

to seeing the body and soul as equal. Nonetheless, he does not only correct Platonism 

but also accepts its primary spirit as a biblical standard.328  

 

 
327 Florensky 2014, 73; Florensky 2002, 51; Florensky 1997, 132; Ouspensky 1992, 480; Ouspensky 1978, 185–
186; Meyendorff 1975, 161; Meyendorff 1964, 118–119; Annala 1993, 121; Kamppuri 1988, 113-115. 
328 Lönnebo 2009b, 86, 88, 125; Lönnebo 2001, 73–76, 81–84; Lönnebo 1997, 19. 
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Image 16. The Nativity of Christ. Ouspensky explains that according to the kontakion of the Eastern 

Orthodox Church, all creation participates in the event of the incarnation. Creation offers gifts to the 

Divine Child: the angels their song, the heavens a star, the wise men gifts, the shepherds their wonder, 

the earth a cave and hay, animals’ a manger, and humans a virgin mother. A black cave refers to sin and 

Jesus’ death.  His swaddling clothes remind us of His winding sheet. The heavenly light and the angels 

refer to a higher world. The mountain symbolizes a human call to ascent to the heavenly realm. The 

sages represent pagans and the learned, the shepherd Israelis and the unlearned. The trees remind us of 

paradise. Extra-biblical scenes depict Joseph’s midwives bathing baby Jesus and a disguised devil 

tempting doubting Joseph. According to Onasch, the cave detail derives from extra-biblical apocrypha 

and perhaps from the caves of Bethlehem. Moreover, many deities and gods, like Zeus, Buddha, and 

Mithra were born in caves. The cave also associates Mary with ancient Mother Earth figures. I deduce 

that these kinds of narrative icons are more easily accepted by Lutherans than direct portraits charged 

with ontological presence. Photographed by Patricia Evans. Published by Catholic Digest Magazine.329  

 
329 Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 157–160; Kimball 2019; Onasch & Schnieper 1995, 22–25.  
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Lönnebo reminds us that salvation also concerns animals. That is why there are animals 

in icons, like the Nativity icon of de Caluwé with the dogs, ox, and donkey around 

Jesus’ manger. Ouspensky also observes animals and beasts placed in icons. 

Ouspensky reminds us that sanctification concerns the saint and all the visible world. 

Hence, nature itself, the vegetable and animal kingdoms, and architecture are also 

depicted as part of new creation. Because humanity is at the centre of creation, it does 

not vanish into the landscape. Nor is there a separate icon of creatures without a human 

being.330 

    Because of a distinction of image and likeness, Ouspensky, Meyendorff, and 

Florensky consider that Adam and Eve did have a pure image but not likeness before 

the fall. Hence, the Fall signifies the soiled and obscured image of God. Moreover, an 

image of God is identified with human nature. Meyendorff maintains that the Fall 

denotes lost communion with God. Following Maximus the Confessor and John of 

Damascus, he writes that human nature and will remained good and free after the Fall. 

Therefore, sin is not in nature but in free choice and our fallen, “gnomic” will. Through 

this will, we become slaves to our passions, and fail to dominate them with our intellect. 

Furthermore, Meyendorff distinguishes between a passionate part of the soul and an 

impassible soul. According to Meyendorff, Palamas taught that the soul's essence is 

eternal, but the soul is simultaneously dead and slave to passions because of sin. 

Ouspensky writes on human beings’ humiliated state, disorder, and corruption. 

Moreover, he states that in Western humanism, the person is an autonomous but 

alienated dwarf, who follows their natural passions.331  

    Florensky calls sin a parasite, false self-autonomy, and refusal to love. For him, sin 

is ontologically non-existent. Moreover, Florensky has a Platonic concept of sin as 

fragmentation and disharmony of humanity. Curiously, Florensky argues that Leonardo 

da Vinci’s332 smiling portraits like the Mona Lisa (1507) are primarily images of sin 

and inner confusion. Florensky equates a person’s essence with an inward image of 

God and states that it is pure light that needs no purification. Florensky names this non-

 
330 Lönnebo 2006, 41; Ouspensky 1978, 220–221; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 40.  
331 Meyendorff & Tobias 1992, 59–61; Ouspensky 1992, 478–480, 487; Ouspensky 1978, 186, 215; Meyendorff 
1975, 115–116, 123, 148–149, 162–163; Meyendorff 1964, 118–124; Kamppuri 1988, 115-117. 
332 An artist, inventor, and polymath of the high Renaissance. Da Vinci is known for developing and inventing 
painting techniques of chiaroscuro, the fusion of light and shadow in shading and sfumato, a misty appearance of 
the combination of colors. Honour & Fleming 1997, 471–473.  
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fallen substance as undamaged nature, chastity, purity of heart, and integrity of 

humanity. Furthermore, he lists the terms love-idea monad, Divine Spark, Sophia, and 

soul’s virginity. Florensky believes in the pre-existence of souls before creation.333    

    In summary, Orthodox theologians of this study understand the Fall and sin in frames 

of hierarchical duality: The lower parts drag the person to deeper sin while the higher 

parts attempt to raise them to a higher realm. Thus, the spiritual and eternal are greater 

than the material and temporal. In addition, the Fall was not all-pervasive, although the 

entire creation fell within humanity. Especially Florensky maintains that creation, 

being, and ideas did not fall. Human beings are still good and free images of God, 

whose intellect and eternal soul did not fall. Passions of the flesh violate the Ten 

Commandments. Nonetheless, sin is a human ontological and metaphysical state, a 

cosmological disorder, rather than moral deeds or juridical crimes. Original sin denotes 

transmission of mortality rather than transmission of a guilt. Orthodox icons are 

expressions of this anthropology. They do not settle on human exterior and fleshly parts 

but evoke human nature that has chosen and answered God’s call and been deified. 

Thus, the transcendent character of icons is due to Christology and anthropology. In 

other words, icons convey the theological tradition of Eastern monasticism. Ouspensky 

explains that the saints' icons, faces, and eyes express the supremacy of the spirit over 

the flesh. Saints are terrestrial angels and celestial beings. Similarly, Florensky 

endorses the illuminated faces of icons. The eyes reflect the resolving tranquility of the 

intellect. The thinness of hands and fingers indicates spirituality, sublimity, and lack of 

eroticism.334      

    Lönnebo constructs a fourfold anthropology: Firstly, the human person is a Body. 

By writing Body with capital, Lönnebo expresses respect towards it. Secondly, the 

human person is a psyche, “Day-me”. This signifies identity with nature, the empirical 

world, history, social relationships, and memories. The third identity is “Dusk-me”, 

Lönnebo’s word for flesh, the old-Adam, and original sin. Lönnebo names this identity 

as life’s worst enemy. Nevertheless, sinful is even an honorary title. For Lönnebo, it 

implies responsibility, honesty, and being under God. Lönnebo utilizes the Lutheran 

phrase simul justus et peccator335 by writing that the human person is a sinner and a 

 
333 Florensky 1997, 124–136, 192, 238–239; Florensky 1996, 57; Slesinski 1984, 155–163.     
334 Florensky 2020, 42, 75; Florensky 2014, 59–60; Florensky 1997, 192; Florensky 1996, 55–59; Meyendorff 1975, 
142; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 106, 12.  
335 Simultaneously justified and sinner.  
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Saint. Furthermore, he mentions an old icon that depicts a penitent sinner as a 

gatekeeper of heaven welcoming the repentant. Fourthly, the human person is a secret, 

a “Dawn-me”, in which hidden eternity and kingdom of God in the true essence, soul, 

divine spark, an image of God, pearl, the temple of the Spirit, new humanity, faith in 

Christ, and participation in the divine nature. For Lönnebo, the human being is a 

priceless and loved icon of God. The last two identities are hidden and sub-conscious, 

echoing psychological anthropology.336  

 

 
Image 17. The Wounded Angel (Haavoittunut enkeli) (1903), painted by Hugo Simberg, Ateneum 

Museum, Helsinki. Simberg’s Symbolistic painting depicts a wounded angel carried on a stretcher by 

two boys. The angel has a white band covering her eyes, blood marks in her wings, and a small bunch 

of white flowers in her hand. One boy carries his burden patiently, but the other looks at the viewer 

accusatorily as if saying, “look what you have done.” The painting has been open to various 

interpretations. Apparently, the Wounded Angel depicts sickness and the struggle between life and death. 

The angel is an image of purity, simplicity, and spirituality. The work breathes lost paradise and Platonic 

conflict between body and soul, matter and spirit. The angel is ideal but unable to fly or see. Hence, the 

Wounded Angel reflects similar strength and tragedy to Michelangelo’s Creation of Adam. However, 

Simberg’s painting is also hopeful. The equivalent painting locates in at Lutheran Church, Tampere 

Cathedral. Thus, the Wounded Angel is also church art. In Finland, it has been chosen as the most beloved 

Finnish painting. By writing from this painting and executing theology with it, Lönnebo detaches from 

 
336 Lönnebo 2011, 127–128; Lönnebo 2009b, 75, 79–80, 89–91, 95–97; Lönnebo 2006, 12–13, 24, 86–89; Lönnebo 
2005, 127–128; Lönnebo 2001, 17–18, 65–68, 147–149.  
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position of icon revivalism’s to approve only orthodox icons. Photograph by the Finnish National 

Gallery.337 

 

Lönnebo illustrates his idea through Simberg’s painting. In it, our neighbor is a 

wounded angel, and we are guilty of hurting her. Thus, contrition and repentance 

belong to life and human responsibility. Nevertheless, the human is also an angel, 

“Dawn-me”. Sin wounds the soul. Lönnebo calls this identity good. Thus, it is free from 

the guilt of original sin, although not safe from attack. Does Lönnebo express Lutheran, 

Roman Catholic, or Orthodox anthropology? He reveals how subtle the differences are. 

The angel could be an image of countenance. However, Lönnebo does not elaborate on 

the distinction: “Dawn-me” is an image of God. Moreover, the weight of the world and 

flesh are in Lönnebo’s words and Simberg’s image. Thus, the direction is even opposite 

to Ouspensky’s theology of images. Lönnebo appears to state that humans have their 

true image and salvation through creation. It only needs to be found. Therefore, nature 

presupposes grace, and grace completes nature. Lutheranism denies this human natural 

orientation towards God by opposing nature and grace. Curiously, precisely the word 

eikon, or icon, separates him from traditional Lutheranism.338     

    Jenson rejects the Greek patristic anthropology as an heir to image metaphysics of 

late Antiquity. The distinction between image and likeness is not essential to him. Nor 

does he consider humans as a microcosm. Jenson reminds us that for Greeks, to be real 

was to be somehow against time. In this scenario, two realities make up a human being, 

both temporal body and timeless soul, which is their real substance. According to 

Jenson, this is still a popular anthropology. We have potentialities that are to be realized 

and that take an ideal form of humanity that time cannot destroy. The aesthetic relation 

of imitation was meant to be a mediation, which would bridge the gap between timeless 

deity and sheer temporality. However, Jenson considers that this vision skews the 

message of Genesis. It leads to analogies between aspects of God and humankind, such 

as personality, freedom, and intellect. Thus, he disapproves of the patristic 

interpretation of Genesis through the aesthetic relation between image and prototype.339   

 
337 Lönnebo 2001, 69; Ruuska 2018, 230–231; Levanto 2000, 89, 96, 113–114, 116, 118.   
338 Lönnebo 2016, 26; Lönnebo 2009b, 159–160; Lönnebo 2001, 69–72, 78.  
339 Jenson 1999, 53–56. Kotkavaara refers to art historian Gerhard Ladner, who observed that Platonic tradition 
intertwined with Christianity through re-interpretation of the Genesis story, which replaced the material value of 
creation with valuing human spiritual-intellectual capacities. The key element of this transition is John of Damascus’ 
thought on the transformation of humanity into the image of Christ by imitation. Hence, humanity has the same path 
to salvation as images since both became carriers of a prototype by imitation. Kotkavaara 1999, 89. 
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    For Jenson, an image of God does not primarily denote faculties of the soul like free 

will340 or realized sanctity, but a relationship with God. The image of God signifies a 

role in God’s drama of life. Hence, Jenson removes the Greek concept of nature from 

the narration. Nevertheless, he shares with Meyendorff an idea of participation, which 

can be generalized ecumenically. Thus, Ouspensky’s and Florensky’s apprehension of 

Western autonomous Christianity is a caricature. For Jenson, this relationship has 

audible character: God speaks to us, and we pray to God. Jenson reminds us that this 

communication is not just linguistic but also happens with gestures and objects in a 

communal ritual. Moreover, an image of God denotes visibility and availability to 

others. Thus, humans transcend themselves towards God and other creatures. This view 

has ecumenical weight since both the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox churches 

share it. Jenson agrees with Catholic Nouvelle théologie that nature is open to a 

supernatural end. Nevertheless, Jenson refuses to say that this denotes that nature is an 

aptitude for grace. We can be open to grace because we are created for dialogue with 

God. Humans live with God by faith. Faith is the Lutheran Church’s name for 

participation. Hence, human beings are counterparts of God when they believe the 

gospel of Jesus’ resurrection. Jenson also stresses love. Love is the final specification 

of an image of God.341    

    For Jenson, a sin is an act against God's will. Its idolatry, which seeks to utilize deity 

for human ends. Further, sin is lust, injustice, and despair. Jenson’s apprehension of sin 

is not ethical or individual but theological and communal. By sinning, a person breaks 

fellowship with God and other people. Jenson interprets original sin as something that 

has always been in individuals’ lives. It is a shared characteristic of the entire human 

race.342  

    Furthermore, Jenson notices that original sin is related to the Aristotelian categories’ 

“substance” and “accident”. He explains that substance denotes indispensable features 

of a human person like free will and accidents, or arbitrary and nonessential qualities 

like skin colour. He concludes that Lutheranism has trouble to locate original sin in the 

 
340 According to McGrath “free will” is a stoic concept. McGrath 1994, 460.     
341 Jenson 2016, 70–71; Jenson 1999, 53–55, 58–60, 65–72. Mattes criticizes Jenson for human activity towards 
God. According to Mattes, humans are fundamentally passive before God. Therefore, the metaphor for Christian 
life is not ascension but descent in charity towards others. Mattes 2004, 124–125. Jenson questions the distinction 
produced by Lutheran Andreas Nygren where God’s unselfish and disinterested agape is opposite to human eros. 
For Jenson, God’s love is both agape and eros. Moreover, Jenson judges “Nietzsche’s French epigones” for 
identifying love and death. The Holy Spirit is a third party between lovers. Jenson 2019, 287–290; Jenson 2003, 75–
86.  
342 Jenson 2003, 59–73. 
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domain of substance or accidents. If personal wickedness is substance, the human being 

is an image of Satan. This contradicts the doctrine of creation and promise of 

redemption. If evil is only an accident, it is difficult to argue that humanity needed 

incarnation and the death of the Son of God to overcome it. Thus, Jenson rejects the 

distinction. He claims that a standard Western ontology is Aristotelian and justification 

by works. It considers substance as independent and before all communication with 

other substances. According to Jenson, humanity happens in the event of 

communication. Substance permanents time, whereas Jenson believes that humanity is 

wholly subject to time. Jenson questions simultaneously traditional Orthodox 

anthropology and thus the root of theology of the icon. The leaven of sin has leavened 

the whole dough.343 

    Bahr stands on Lutheran ground, seeing humanity as fallen, and our only hope in 

God’s salvation. He does not construct a theology of images based on the human image 

and likeness of God. Bahr criticizes Thomism and Roman Catholic anthropology, 

which locate the human intellect and spiritual nature in the autonomic state free of sin. 

This sphere is neutral and free and forms an analogy between God and humanity. Thus, 

the human person is as an artist and sovereign creator like God. Like natural piety, 

which awakens grace, artistic purity is prepared for grace's impetus. Bahr notices here 

Aristotelian impact, but he also mentions the Platonic methexis principle344 and Stoic 

lex aeterna345. Furthermore, Bahr calls this division into timeless essence and 

changeable appearance a “two-storey” anthropology. Bahr rejects this anthropology 

and denies the Roman Catholic structure where supernatural grace completes human 

nature and existence. Hence, Bahr denies human ontological participation with God 

based on nature or reason. In addition, Bahr judges Roman Catholic anthropology as 

overly optimistic and its doctrine of sin as excessively light compared to the Lutheran 

 
343 Jenson 2016, 73–78; Jenson 1976, 54–68. Jenson’s concept of original sin is Augustinian. Nevertheless, he 
corrects his theories on the transition of sin with Jonathan Edward’s communal theory: Every person interpenetrates. 
Hence, sin is not an individual characteristic but an illness of humanity. Jenson 2016, 77. Florensky argues that 
Protestantism locates sin in the substance of the soul and Catholicism locates it in external relation to the soul. 
Apparently, he solves the same Aristotelian problem as Jenson with antinomy: Both positions are correct together. 
God’s good creation and human sin and eternal torment and universal restoration are also antinomies for Florensky. 
Florensky 1997, 185–186, 196.    
344 A relation between particulars, like individual horses, and their form or idea, the essence of things.   
345 Thought on the world’s eternality, rationality, justice, and appropriateness. Human reason understands and 
participates in this order. Knuutila 2004, 59; Sihvola 2004, 99.  
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doctrine of original sin. The result is the same as Jenson: We have no realm free of sin. 

Human beings are always related to God by faith or to themselves in sin.346 

    It appears Orthodox and Lutheran theologians share a vision of anthropological 

error: Thomistic pure nature expressed in Michelangelo’s self-sufficient Adam (see 

3.2.2). However, the error is not the same. Meyendorff and Ouspensky underline that 

patristic and orthodox anthropology denotes not autonomy, but participation with God. 

Therefore, value is not based on the static anthropology but the grace of God where 

dynamic human nature participates. Apparently, Protestant anthropology is only a 

pessimistic version of the same error. From this follows other Protestant heresies: The 

arbitrary God of monergism and doctrine of predestination.    

    Lutheran theology sees an error in Eastern Orthodox theology: Part of us has not 

fallen. Lutheran theology hammers that non-fallen human nature and free will obscure 

salvation through grace alone. Especially Florensky’s idealism falls into the firing line. 

Again, for Orthodox, salvation through grace happens precisely through these faculties. 

According to the Orthodox theologians of this study, human beings are created to orient 

towards eternity and the spiritually real. Lutheranism denies this through the spiritual 

death of Adam. However, the initiative is shared: participation is possible because of 

Incarnation and Jesus, born in Plato’s cave and a cave of sin. Hence, despite the 

differences, I deduce that anthropology is not an ecumenical obstacle to Lutheran–

Orthodox image theology. However, different structuring principles resonate in images. 

Moreover, anthropology intertwines with Christology and soteriology. Orthodox 

theology points human beings towards the destination of human in the faces of a saint 

that has deserted everything terrestrial by the power of God’s grace and virtues. 

Lutherans hear the shout of Pilate: “Ecce Homo!”. This scene has been a popular 

subject for Western Christian art, but is not known in Eastern iconography. Lutheran 

theology of the cross inserts a thorn in the flesh of humanity.347   

 
346 Bahr 1970, 55–63, 71. Bahr’s key opponent is one of the leading modern Catholic neo-Thomist theologians, 
Jacques Maritain. Bahr 1970, 56. Ouspensky presents similar criticism that Thomism sees grace as created. 
Therefore, Western Christianity accepts the concept of deification only as a metaphor. Salvation does not denote an 
ontological change in a creature but only changes its actions. Ouspensky 1978, 214–215. According to Martikainen, 
Luther taught that fallen humanity became the image of Satan. Martikainen writes that Lutheran theology has 
softened this claim by arguing that humanity still is an image of God after the fall, but this image is deformed. 
However, humanity as an image of Satan remains as God’s creation. Moreover, Chris is the double image of God, 
and humanity restores the image of God to humanity. Sanctification denotes restoring the image of God from its 
crudity. Martikainen 2010, 2–4.   
347 Meyendorff 1975, 86, 161, 169; Mannermaa 1983, 77.  
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    A similar ecumenical challenge arises when Palamism confronts Lutheran 

anthropology. Palamism was precisely a Christian corrective for Barlaam’s Platonized 

Christology. Nonetheless, Lutheran theology and especially Jenson regard Palamas as 

bound to Platonist preconditions. True life and true being are precisely eternal, not 

temporal. Moreover, it was precisely matter that rebelled against the spirit. Thus, 

Lutheran theology questions one Orthodox interpretation of Genesis where an image 

of God denotes intelligence and not Adam. This is also excessively straightforward 

criticism: Orthodox theologians likewise avoid encapsulated interpretation of the 

image of God. The cosmological line between the material and spiritual is reflected in 

anthropology. Are Christianity and Platonism correct: Is the imperishable better than 

the ephemeral? Is it not precisely eternity that offers meaningfulness to temporal life? 

It does not necessarily follow that material and bodily reality is inferior to spiritual. 

Here is a Lutheran and Orthodox concord that counters Platonism: Resurrection of the 

body. Through Jesus’ resurrection, Lutherans also confirm the transfiguration of 

humanity and the universe.348     

    Florensky’s thoughts on smiling portraits are part of the general current before 

modern art. Before the twentieth century, cinema, and photographs, a smile in a 

painting was a rare characteristic that expressed the lower class's foolishness, irrational 

emotion, and deceit. In the age of Enlightenment, a smile expressed moral and mental 

ideals. A smirk was a more common feature, providing ambiguous and enigmatic detail. 

Perhaps a smile is usually a mark of superficiality. It could also be an expression of 

Christian joy and contentment. However, images of a smiling or laughing Christ appear 

unconvincing and artificial. Leonardo da Vinci’s “Saint John the Baptist” (1513-1516?) 

is more compelling. I deduce that his smile expresses the knowledge of salvation and 

eternal life.349      

    Anthropology and soteriology belong close together. The first tenet defines us, the 

subject of salvation and the problem, the second doctrine reveals the Messiah and 

means of salvation. Thus, I proceed to study image and salvation.   

  

 
348 Lossky 2019, 153, 156–157; Strezova 2014, 49; 138.   
349 Jeeves 2013.  
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3.1.2. Purification of an Image – Ascent of Jacob’s Ladder   
“And we all, who with unveiled faces reflect the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his image with 

ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit”350  

 

This subchapter concerns the role of image in the salvation and sanctification of 

humanity. It refers to Christ and baptism. I enquire how theology of salvation is 

reflected Christian images. Another critical question is the role of paintings in 

salvation. Strong and weak image theology offer different answers: The first regard 

images as indispensable or at least beneficial, while the latter considers images only as 

voluntary aids or adiaphora. For iconoclasts, paintings jeopardize redemption.  

    There is again a shared biblical foundation: God is the sole Saviour. The incarnation, 

death, and resurrection of Christ denote forgiveness of sins and eternal life. Moreover, 

salvation commences and happens in time and is fulfilled in the kingdom of God. 

Salvation is received through the sacraments of baptism and Eucharist. The doctrine of 

salvation is broad and concerns many questions. I offer a more comprehensive view of 

images and tensions and differences between Lutherans and Orthodox.  

    For the Orthodox theologians of this study, the birth, baptism, passion, death, and 

resurrection of Christ denote salvation. Hence, the Orthodox depict Christ on the cross, 

unlike iconoclasts. For Ouspensky and Meyendorff, the crucifixion and resurrection of 

Christ correspond with the teaching on original sin, that Christ triumphed over death 

rather than entered into a juridical event or compensation for human sin. In other words, 

the crucified Christ is the Ruler of the Universe and resurrected conqueror of death. 

Sacred images coincide with this accent. However, the Eastern Orthodox Church 

emphasizes Christ as a sacrificial lamb in the Eucharist.351     

    Ouspensky and Meyendorff express the economy of salvation through the patristic 

formula: “God became man so that man could become God.” Jenson also mentions and 

approves this pattern and I deduce that Florensky and Lönnebo would accept it. The 

formula indicates a double movement. The theological weight is on Christ’s incarnation 

and human potential. Meyendorff demonstrates how salvation is tied to Church Fathers' 

speculations about Christ’s natures. Ouspensky refers to a kontakion of the Triumph of 

Orthodoxy: incarnation signified restoration of the fallen image to its former state. For 

 
350 2. Corinth 3:18. 
351 Florensky 2014, 25, 81, 93–95, 109, 123–125; Meyendorff & Tobias 1992, 24, 62; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 
69, 148, 164, 180–181, 188. 
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Ouspensky and Meyendorff, Christ is the new Adam. His birth denotes the 

sanctification of matter and healing of human nature. Hence, by assuming human 

nature, Christ impregnated it with life. Thus, the incarnation was an act of eternal 

creation. It enabled human immortality and participation in God. This appears to be 

patristic Christology and anthropology. Similarly, for Florensky, Christ is the 

foundation of humanity and seed of the new creation.352   

    Lutheran theologians agree with the Pauline metaphor of Christ as the new Adam, 

but not with this Eastern ontological and anthropological meaning of incarnation. It 

appears to confuse the line between holiness and the world. If the incarnation sanctifies 

human nature, what role remains for baptism? In Lutheranism, there is a similar 

distinction between universal and individual salvation through Jesus’ death and 

resurrection and baptism. However, there is no similar ontological undercurrent.353    

    I deduce that ontological incarnation is one of the keys to understanding icon 

theology. After all, the depicted theologians always emphasize that human nature is 

purified. It also explains Ouspensky’s sharp criticism that iconoclasts do not deny only 

images of Christ but at least Ouspensky’s interpretation of the incarnation. At any rate, 

the depicted glory and harmony of Christ and the saints correspond with patristic 

soteriology. For Ouspensky, the abasement of Christ is precisely his birth. However, 

salvation is not only tied to the Nativity. Rather, it is tied to the person of Christ as man 

and God. Florensky relates salvation to the person of Christ rather than in his deeds. 

For Florensky, Christ is a mirror that reflects incorruptible original human beauty. 

Incarnation or the historical Jesus is not so central to him but cosmic Christ as a centre 

of being and a Christian methexis. Nevertheless, Florensky opposes the abstract and 

un-incarnated Christ of Protestantism and Gnosticism. Apparently, he sees 

Protestantism through the lens of German idealism. Nonetheless, concreteness and the 

personal accent of salvation enable painted images of Christ and the saints. Ouspensky 

and Lossky present many icons of the Mother of God and Child -Christ. The images of 

Jesus and saints are results and reflections of theology that highlights the importance 

of Jesus’ person, his divine and human natures, and incarnation.354 

 
352 Ouspensky 1978, 180, 184–187, 215; Meyendorff 1975, 122–126, 156–161; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 181, 
188.  
353 Paul compares Christ and Adam through opposites death/life, sin/grace, judgment/liberation, and 
disobedience/obedience in Romans 5:12–21. See also Romans 6:1–14 for Paul’s theology of baptism.   
354 Florensky 2014, 8, 64, 93–95, 123–125; Florensky 1997, 119, 168–170, 173, 210–211; Florensky 1996, 158; 
Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 29. 
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    For Lutherans, Christ’s death on the cross is a place for atonement and salvation. 

Naturally, the doctrine of salvation directs meanings and tasks supplied to Christian 

images, which explains the popularity of crucifixion images. Bahr apprehends that 

Golgotha questions art and the aesthetic transfiguration of the world; he emphasizes 

the doctrine of atonement where every human is guilty of Christ's death. Thus, it 

appears that he believes that Christ was a vicarious sacrifice on behalf of humanity. 

Moreover, Bahr foregrounds many images of the crucifixion.355 

    Jenson reminds us that there has never been one objective Christian doctrine of 

atonement. He criticizes the theory of atonement by Anselm of Canterbury356 and of 

the West in general, which isolates Jesus' crucifixion from the past and the future. 

Jenson addresses that Christ’s death fulfilled the Scriptures and God’s salvific action 

because God overcame death in the resurrection. The resurrected Christ unites God 

with humanity in a new community. Hence, justification denotes love and right relation 

to God and other humans. Jenson endorses the narrative concept of salvation according 

to which every human has a part in the cosmic drama of Father, Son, and the Holy 

Spirit through faith. Jenson’s accents are partly opposite to those of Orthodox 

theologians; for him representations of events from the gospels are superior to portraits. 

Apparently, Jenson includes Orthodox icons of profiles as portraitures. Nonetheless, he 

only mentions the Head of Christ -image as an avoidable example.357     

    Baptism appears not to be a central decisive factor in the theology of paintings. 

However, it is a clarifying example of how other doctrines affect strong or weak image 

theology: When theological meanings and weight are placed differently, it leaves 

greater or lesser space for images. Human beings receive salvific grace through baptism 

for Ouspensky, Meyendorff, and Florensky. Echoing the words of John Chrysostom358 

and Palamas, Meyendorff maintains that baptism denotes cleansing of the soul by the 

Holy Spirit and resurrection of the soul. Ouspensky postulates that baptism restores and 

 
355 Bahr 1970, 44. 
356 A monk, archbishop, and saint of the Roman Catholic Church from the eleventh to twelfth centuries. Anselm is 
known for his theory of atonement. According to it, Christ became human to offer the satisfaction of human sins to 
God. Thus, Christ's death was an atonement that had to be made because of disobedience and human crimes. 
McGrath 1994, 431–432. Lossky criticizes Anselm's theory similarly to Jenson's. However, he relies on Christ 
Victor -theory of atonement, which Jenson does not. Lossky 1985, 99–103. 
357 Jenson 2016, 78–79, 86–87; Jenson 2014, 127–135; Jenson 1997, 180–189. Mattes argues that Jenson changed 
the Lutheran doctrine of forensic justification to ontological-communal-eschatological justification. Mattes 2004, 
118–119. Mattes criticizes Jenson’s theology of the cross for marginalizing its force to theorize natural theology of 
the cross as a prelude to the resurrection. According to Mattes, the focus of theology should not be on theosis of the 
Church but on cross for the world. Mattes 2004, 135, 141. 
358 A Church Father, an archbishop of Constantinople in the fourth and fifth centuries. John of Chrysostom is known 
for his divine liturgy that is still in use in the Eastern Orthodox Church.   
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purifies the image of God. Nevertheless, it appears that baptism is not central in their 

theology. Florensky hardly mentions it. Moreover, before baptism, humans are free as 

the image of God. After baptism, they still do not live up to the likeness of God. 

Nonetheless, baptism is a necessary act of salvation to the Orthodox theologians of this 

study. At least Meyendorff produces the distinction between general regeneration of 

human nature through Christ and realizing it individually in sacraments. For these 

theologians, salvation is a process that begins in baptism and ends in the perfection of 

humanity as likeness to God. Thus, there is a vast space and need for images in 

sanctification.359  

    Bahr does not mention baptism in Poiesis. For Lönnebo, baptism denotes dying and 

resurrection with Christ. It signifies leaving everything to God’s grace and rebirth as a 

child of God. Baptized is a pearl in the Most High’s crown. Jenson believes that baptism 

justifies. Baptism is salvation based on God’s promise and grace and not on human 

merits. Moreover, baptism establishes Christian’s eternal fellowship with the 

Resurrected Christ. Baptism initiates a penitential struggle between good and evil, 

which lasts an entire lifetime. Sanctification is not ascending, a process, or striving 

towards a goal. It is returning to the purity and grace of baptism. Hence, the Lutheran 

premise, solution, and goal differ from the Orthodox: Before baptism, humans are not 

free but in the bondage of original sin. No act or human-made image can help. After 

baptism, a person has entire and comprehensive salvation. Thus, painted images are 

unnecessary for salvation.360 

    Jenson asserts that the Eastern Orthodox doctrine of baptism rest on the concept of 

image. He explains that an image is always between something. The image of Christ is 

between humanity and Christ, who in turn is between God and the world. Furthermore, 

the death and resurrection of Christ is the image of God’s love. In addition, baptism is 

an image of Christ’s death and resurrection. Jenson writes that it is not Christian to say 

that an image enables participation in what it represents because an image is a kind of 

reality. I leave it open whether Jenson understands the Eastern Orthodox doctrine of 

baptism. For Jenson, sin and holiness are rather communal than individual. Similarly, 

 
359 Florensky 2017, 39; Florensky 1997, 393; Meyendorff & Tobias 1992, 62–63; Ouspensky 1978, 187–188; 
Meyendorff 1964, 152, 159–160; Meyendorff 1974, 109, 131–132; Meyendorff 1975, 125–126, 202.   
360 Lönnebo 2015, 42, 70–71; Lönnebo 2009b, 98–99; Lönnebo 2001, 47, 103–104; Jenson 1999, 291, 297–298, 
323–330, 354. 



156 
 
 

in salvation, the resurrection of individuals is needed only for the restored life of the 

community.361 

    For Ouspensky, Meyendorff, and Florensky, humanity’s created freedom 

corresponds with the notion that salvation is a process of synergy: cooperation between 

God’s grace and human freedom. Salvation, a likeness of God, is accomplished by 

effort, sacrifice, and asceticism. The goal of this sanctification is deification (Greek 

θέωσις) or the union of humanity and divinity, a perfect harmony of human and divine 

will, and human participation, sharing, fellowship, and indwelling in God.362 

Deification signifies human ascent of man. Meyendorff notices that synergy of grace 

and human effort was an obvious axiom to Eastern Church Fathers and Palamas. He 

hears here an accusation of Pelagianism.363 He answers that Pelagianism is not part of 

Eastern ascetic tradition, because human freedom and effort can only be achieved in 

participation with divine life. Thus, collaboration is a response and thanksgiving, not a 

possession or merit.364 

    Florensky observes antinomy between grace and works and grace and law. He 

highlights that the good works of Christians are not philanthropy or moralism but 

spiritual and mystical beauty. For Florensky, salvation denotes knowledge. Following 

 
361 Braaten & Jenson 1989, 220–229; Also, Lönnebo emphasizes community. Lönnebo 1975, 231. Bahr expresses 
individual theology characteristics to existentialism. However, Bahr writes that individual must humble himself as 
a member of the congregation. Bahr 1970, 213.  
362 According to Meyendorff, the doctrine of deification has biblical roots. He mentions 2. Peter 1:3-4, John 1:32, 
14:17, Gal. 2:20, and 1 John 3:2. The concept is also familiar in Neo-Platonism. Meyendorff writes that Greek 
patristic tradition adopted the idea of deification from Origen, but transformed its neo-Platonic context. Meyendorff 
1983, 39–40. Peter’s words “participate in the divine nature” appear to be key biblical verification of the doctrine, 
but it is problematic because patristic tradition emphasizes the unattainable nature of God. Lossky verifies Palamas’ 
distinction: God is both unattainable and participable. Thus, by nature, God remains unreachable. By energies and 
works, God is encounterable. This reveals how tensional, subtle, or contradictory Palamist theology is: Peter writes 
precisely on nature. Moreover, Palamas highlighted the possibility of encountering the living God, not just God’s 
actions. Nevertheless, it is possible to express God’s presence of God’s actions, powers, and energies. Lossky 2019, 
91–97. 
363 Pelagianism refers to Italian theologian Pelagius, who disputed Augustine on salvation, arguing that humans are 
free to attain and merit salvation by their own efforts. This standpoint was condemned as heretical because it 
dispenses with the grace of God, baptism, and Christ as the Saviour of humanity. Augustine did not deny human 
freedom but highlighted human sinfulness and inability to save oneself. God’s grace was only hope. Pelagianism is 
a rare heresy. Nevertheless, semi-Pelagianism verifies that salvation is a synergy between humanity and God, that 
is, merit on humans’ part and grace on God’s part. McGrath 1994, 459–470. 
364 Ouspensky 1992, 488; Meyendorff & Tobias 1992, 61-63; Meyendorff 1983a, 72–73; Ouspensky 1978, 185–
188; Meyendorff 1975, 124–126, 207; Meyendorff 1964, 161, 164–166. Meyendorff criticizes the great gulf 
between God and fallen human nature in the theology of Augustine, Luther, and Calvin. According to Meyendorff, 
Eastern theology differs anthropologically from the West by stating that humans have been created to receive grace. 
Christ has closed the gulf between humanity and God. Moreover, Meyendorff claims that Orthodox and Protestants 
agree that grace is uncreated and that there are no created, meritorious media between God and humanity. 
Meyendorff names the heritage of Western Augustinian tradition that denies participation in God as the main reason 
for ecumenical disagreement between Orthodox and Protestants, and responds to this division with Palamist 
theology. Meyendorff 1983a, 69–75. Meyendorff notices the historical schism between Augustine, who supported 
preventive grace, and theologian John Cassian, who taught synergy. Meyendorff laments that the correct teaching 
of Cassian was later condemned as semi-Pelagian because of the dominance of Augustinian thought. Meyendorff 
1989, 88; Lossky 2019, 263–264.  
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Plato and Kant, Florensky names memory as the basis of knowledge, creativity, and a 

stepping-stone to spirituality. Memory is the creation of symbols in the past as 

remembrances, in the present as imagination, and in the future as foresight. Hence, 

memory is a human capacity that participates in the eternal memory of God. Florensky 

mentions that God will provide a “reward” for those who have accomplished the 

likeness of God on the day of judgment.365 

    Orthodox icons express the Orthodox doctrine of salvation and correspond with it. 

Christ is a source, example, and destination of deification. Ouspensky and Meyendorff 

explain that icons of saints are visible testimony of theosis. Moreover, grace is a 

characteristic of the prototype and is present in icons. For the believer, an icon is a 

channel for attaining grace: It evokes and directs believers’ prayers and contemplation 

towards God and spiritual reality. In other words, an icon is a bidirectional channel 

where the grace of the prototype and participation in it is transmitted to the viewer. 

Hence, icons are ontologically beneficial to Ouspensky, who writes that icons are 

beneficial teaching throughout human life. Ouspensky reminds us that the Eastern 

Orthodox Church’s struggle against iconoclasts was precisely the fight for salvation. 

In addition, he ties Christ, salvation, and images together with the kontakion of the 

Triumph of Orthodoxy. For him, its ending, “we confess and proclaim our salvation in 

word and deeds”, also denotes an act of creating an image. It is possible to translate the 

internal deeds and active life to external words or images. Thus, producing images is 

part of the process of deification.366  

    Is it necessary to paint icons or habituate among them for salvation? Put differently, 

is the icon salvation or a witness to salvation? Naturally, Ouspensky does not restrict 

salvation to painters. Nor is the icon a similar object of salvation to sacraments. 

Nevertheless, he quotes John of Damascus, who taught that humans need familiar and 

material objects as intermediaries to rise to the spiritual realm. Thus, an icon is one of 

the ways to strive to achieve a likeness to the prototype. Moreover, he appears to 

believe that it is impossible to obtain the correct teaching of Christ, the Eucharist, or 

deification without icons. Thus, icons are indispensable and inseparable from Orthodox 

 
365 Florensky 1997, 168; Florensky 1996, 56–58; Slesinski 1984, 73-76, 161. Florensky produces an opposition 
between asceticism in Christianity and other religions. The former is joyful, loving of creation, and emanates from 
God. The latter is gloomy, despises creation, and emanates from humanity. Florensky 2014, 109; Florensky 1997, 
122, 148-149, 212–224.  
366 Ouspensky 1992, 473, 484–485; Meyendorff 1992, 40–41, 43; Ouspensky 1978, 15, 179–180; Ouspensky & 
Lossky 1952, 43–44. 
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faith, liturgy, and tradition.367 

    Florensky identifies the artist with ascetics: Salvation is a mystical process and 

experience similar to producing icons. It denotes a vision of symbolic imagery caught 

in the mind of an artist on their return from the highest realm. This heavenly vision is 

a gift rather than an accomplishment. It reminds us of eternity and teaches us to make 

the invisible incarnate in everyday life. Florensky considers the progress of salvation 

as a transfiguration through visions. The face becomes a countenance by contemplating 

countenance. As noted, Florensky believes that a person’s essence is bathed in light. 

Hence, salvation concerns the person, mind, and physical body. Icons of saints dwell 

simultaneously in two worlds. They carry the viewer beyond the limitations of colours 

on painting and empirical reality. Thus, icons are a means of attaining suprasensory 

perception. Florensky sees both humanity and salvation as an image. Hence, holy 

images as intermediaries between these two are practically mandatory. Florensky 

emphasizes the human, subjective side of salvation more than the objectual side of God, 

Christ, and sacraments. Faith and love are vital concepts to describe his ascesis. Only 

by faith is it possible to see through the image. Only love participates in loving.368 

    Jenson notices that the question of the human role in salvation has prevailed in 

Western theology in “semi-Pelagian” and “semi-Augustinian” views. Jenson sees the 

traditional doctrine of grace from Augustine onwards as a case for justification by 

works. Here the relation of humanity and God is the causality of one substance on 

another. Thus, grace causes a sequence of events, each of which must occur for the next 

to be possible. Jenson judged salvation based on synergy and ascending the ladders of 

salvation as a theological catastrophe. He argues that Luther rightly judged Scholastic 

thought that human efforts guarantee divine forgiveness as a false theology of glory. 

On the contrary, a theology of the cross acknowledges the foolish order of salvation 

through grace. Furthermore, Jenson recalls Luther’s fight against Erasmus of 

Rotterdam369 on the question of free will. According to Jenson, Luther denied freedom 

as an individual possession. Luther stated that freedom comes with the communion of 

 
367 Ouspensky 1978, 190–196. Ouspensky is in line with the old theology of Eastern Orthodox Church icons. 
Theodore the Studite outlined that contemplating an icon is beneficial as the icon discloses and presents a holy 
model. Thus, an icon is an event and living eyewitness of the heavenly kingdom. Barber 2002, 131–132.   
368 Florensky 2017; 74; Florensky 1997, 56, 193; Florensky 1996, 52–59.    
369 A Dutch humanist and theologian who criticized Roman Catholic Church but refused to join the Lutheran 
Reformation. The relationship between Luther and Erasmus of Rotterdam drifted from mutual respect to a dispute 
concerning freedom of will and human capacity to contribute one’s own salvation. Erasmus also criticized the 
Reformation limitation on the arts.  
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God. Jenson clarifies that he does not deny practical free will, but does deny free will 

as the metaphysical quality of man as potentiality and a habit in Thomistic language.370 

    Jenson supports the Lutheran dogmas of justification by faith apart from works and 

sola gratia. He clarifies that the Lutheran “apart” does not exclude the sacraments or 

the preacher from an event of salvation. God judges humanity righteous because of 

Christ’s saving death, not because of human virtues, merits, or good works. Faith is not 

good work but a gift of salvation from God. Thus, salvation is grace, which comes from 

God to humanity through hearing the word of God. Faith is like a correct wavelength 

that enables us to hear the gospel. Jenson notices that Luther modifies Aristotle here. 

Aristotle’s νοῦς which Jenson translates as consciousness, was itself nothing but a sheer 

possibility and openness to reality. Aristotle considered sight as a prior sense of 

receiving experience and knowledge. Thus, one becomes what one sees. Luther 

changed from seeing to hearing. Jenson calls this shift astonishing.371 

    Jenson states that the Lutheran doctrine of justification denounces Aristotelian and 

Hellenistic anthropology. Salvation is not a potential in human beings. God offers it 

outside us. Jenson accepts the Lutheran doctrine of simul justus et peccator as part of 

Luther’s distinction between “the old man” and “the new man”. A baptized Christian 

is a new person who has died for sin and lives in Christ. Nevertheless, the old intrudes 

into the present from the past. Therefore, it must be drowned repeatedly. Guidance and 

teaching are essential because otherwise, Christianity would be nothing but repeating 

of same sins. Jenson sees simul justus et peccator within an eschatological frame: 

Christians are at the same time part of a fallen world and the future kingdom of God. 

For example, an image depicting Jesus raising Lazarus or Peter from the waters would 

correspond to Jenson’s words. These narrative events demonstrate the difference 

between Ouspensky’s and Eastern iconography’s direct and serene portraits. However, 

also traditional icons depict scenes from the gospels and acts of salvation.372 

    Does Jenson judge the traditional Eastern Orthodox theology of icons as justification 

by works? He does not offer a clear answer. This judgment would be based on the 

 
370 Jenson 2003, 32–45; Jenson 1999, 127–139; Jenson 1976, 46, 157–163. Jenson notices that the Lutheran doctrine 
of justification implies a doctrine of predestination. For Jenson predestination does not denote that God is unjust or 
that human freedom is worthless, although predestination remains a mystery. He explains that Reformation theology 
regards the gospel as a creating word that sets people free. Jenson 1976, 160–168. Meyendorff mentions that 
predestination arose in the conservations and polemics between Christians and Muslims. Muslims were on the side 
of predestination, Orthodox Christians on the side of free will. Meyendorff 1982, 99. 
371 Jenson 2011, 18–19; Jenson 1999, 293–296; Jenson 1976, 36–44.  
372 Jenson 2011, 72; Jenson 1999, 319; Braaten & Jenson 1998, 23–24.  
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ontology of images: The grace of God rests on the image, which is a human-made 

channel to attain grace that grasps the identity of the portrayed reality. Does this mean 

that prayers are works since they also cause the presence of God? Earlier I noted that 

Jenson mentioned justification by works in an attempt to portray the unity of God and 

humanity in Christ, a thought he apparently rejected later. Nonetheless, I deduce that 

Jenson see Orthodox and therefore icon theology as related to justification by works. 

Jenson adds that there is no commandment for image-making but the Church should 

proclaim the gospel, baptism, and Eucharist. According to Kerko, Luther taught that 

humanity could not produce an image that bears a salvific function.373      

    Bahr judges all attempts to prove that images would have a redemptive role. This 

kind of idealistic art denotes an effort to harmonize the law and gospel. For Bahr 

Christ’s grace liberates arts to joyful play, but art can be striving and proclamation of 

the law, thus preparing the gospel. Nevertheless, art is a human response to God’s 

salvific action and annunciation, not part of it. This is in line with the idea that 

sanctification is a human response and a consequence of God’s grace. Nonetheless, 

Bahr and Jenson see images as positive and possible aids to reach salvation.374   

    Jenson and Bahr express vehement but correct Lutheran teaching. Perhaps a fixation 

to sola gratia also suppresses Christian life and the theology of images. Could not this 

restrained “response” be full of the fruit of the Spirit: Veneration of images created by 

vindicated souls for glorifying the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit?  

    Asceticism is an essential part of Lönnebo’s theology. It is the Greek name for his 

Desert bead denoting austerity, fasting, strife, and troubles. Moreover, asceticism 

signifies the human struggle against sin, temptations, and demons. Lönnebo supports 

asceticism that has an ordinary character besides mystic contemplation. The goal of 

asceticism is a person with a pure heart that sees God, is humble, and understands their 

fallen nature. Hence, asceticism is self-emptying, purification, and cleansing an image 

of God. Lönnebo defines faith more broadly than traditional Lutheranism, to say that 

every person has faith, not just Christians. Babies, smiles, tears, and open hands are 

signs of faith. Furthermore, faith denotes love and grace, trust, connection, and 

surrender. Lönnebo expresses Lutheran faith in baptism and original sin. Nevertheless, 

his notion of the human state prior to salvation is positive, based on the goodness of 

 
373 Jenson 2014, 175–179; Kerko 2006, 58.    
374 Bahr 1970, 96, 119–120, 165–167, 204, 207, 233.  
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creation. There is no abyss between humanity and God. Salvation is thus more like a 

perfection of nature that is already good. Hence, it appears that Lönnebo places the 

human soul and inner icon as receiving part of grace rather than faith. Moreover, 

Lönnebo acknowledges the difference between West and East: The former has 

emphasized human inability and God’s grace in salvation, especially in the Augustinian 

tradition. The latter proclaims synergy. Lönnebo states that experience and event can 

eventually be the same, although interpretation is different.375 

    For Lönnebo, images are an essential part of human spirituality. They turn human 

thoughts and feelings to eternity and remind him of us of our ultimate identity. Thus, 

they support contact with an inner icon of humanity. Moreover, icons have the power 

to heal wounded angels. Icons transmit God’s and saints’ presence to the viewer and 

whoever keeps company with wolves learns to howl. Lönnebo writes that the eyes are 

the most critical part of icons. They denote the presence and initiative of God’s love. 

Hence, the images create a union. Lönnebo does not propose that icons are necessary: 

They are aids, objects of mystical living and rich Church tradition. However, Lönnebo 

presents salvation as the purification of human inner icon. The figurative occupies a 

central place in his theology of salvation. Thus, he places icons as salvific instruments 

beside words and sacraments. An icon painter has a special task to form a visual image 

of prayer and the destination humanity.376 

    Jenson and Lönnebo endorse the doctrine of deification. Lönnebo clarifies that the 

human calling is not to become a God but a human. Human beings are open to eternity 

and divine energies. Deification is a destination, a paradise. It signifies being 

illuminated by God’s grace and becoming a pure and shining drop in the heavenly 

ocean. He believes that the Church and the sacraments express deification and enable 

it. I assume that Lönnebo’s notion of deification derives from Schweitzer, whose 

primary idea was a mystical union of Christ and believer. Lönnebo sides deification 

with the Greek word theoria377: a mystic and divine contemplation. Jenson considers 

 
375 Lönnebo 2017, 151–153; Lönnebo 2015, 19–20, 24–25, 30, 73; Lönnebo 2009b, 110–112, 117–118; Lönnebo 
2006, 69; Lönnebo 2001, 22–23, 110, 125–127, 130, 138; Lönnebo 1997, 17–18, 21; Lönnebo 1975, 140–141, 197–
198.  
376 Lönnebo 2016, 12–13, 26; Lönnebo 2009a, 13–16, 42–45; Lönnebo 2006, 30; Lönnebo 1997, 8–9, 23–24; 
Lönnebo 1984, 5, 7.   
377 Annala verifies that the term denotes contemplation. According to him, contemplation was a Platonist means to 
reach God, although Christianity altered it, especially with doctrines of creation and Christ. Annala explains that 
Athanasius of Alexandria developed a Platonic mirror theory by teaching that human soul was a mirror of God. 
Later, Athanasius highlighted that Christ the Logos was a true mirror and ontological continuity of the soul, rather 
than humanity as the image of God. Annala 1993, 73–74, 115–119. Jenson notices that theoria signified spiritual 
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that deification based on teaching of Church Fathers like Basil the Great belongs to all 

Christians. Jenson follows the new Finnish interpretation of Luther that justification is 

a mode of deification since faith denotes participation in Christ and communion with 

God. The key phrase derives from Luther, “in faith as such Christ is present.” 

Furthermore, salvation signifies a “happy exchange” where human unrighteousness is 

changed to Christ's righteousness. This believer is willing to love God’s will joyfully. 

Jenson joins Finnish scholars by stating that deification denotes faith’s transforming 

and the ruling presence of Christ in the believer.378  

    Ecumenical discovery of shared doctrine of salvation affects theology of images: 

Also Lutherans can endorse transcendent character of icons. However, according to a 

leading theologian of the Finnish school, Tuomo Mannermaa, Luther framed 

deification in with theology of the cross. Thus, God is present in humanity but hidden 

in God’s opposite. Moreover, divine participation happens on the grounds of God’s 

agape-love, not because of human eros-love. Thus, deification denotes not human 

ascent but God’s descent. Christian love even meddles deep in sin’s filth and takes on 

sinners’ transgression in order to save them. This theology of the cross places suffering 

as a condition and path to Christians, whereas Eastern Orthodox icons stress 

contemplation and glory (hence the golden colour). Thus, any ecumenical concord in 

image theology denotes the importance of the theology of the cross in Lutheran 

confessions. The Lutheran–Orthodox Joint Commission in 1989 sought to balance the 

cross and glory:  
It is important to note that glorification is inseparable from the cross and from suffering not 

only with respect to our Lord Jesus Christ (John 12:23f., 32) but also with respect to his 

followers (Gal 2:19-20). Glorification is the transformation and renewal of the whole person 

(Rom 12:2).379  

 
exegesis of the Bible in times of the Church Fathers. Theoria offered fundamental meaning to historical events of 
the Bible. Jenson produces a reverse interpretation to Gregory of Nyssa: Sinai is not a place of mystical darkness 
beyond the senses. It is a place for revelation and encountering God as a prefiguration of the Eucharist. Jenson 2019, 
178–182.  
378 Jenson 2016, 81–82; Lönnebo 2015, 45–47, 88–90; Jenson 2011, 13–14, 19–21; Jenson 1999, 296–301; Jenson 
1998, VII–IX, 1–41; Jenson 1995, 105–116; Lönnebo 1975, 67, 121–122, 215–217; Haapa 1965, 10–11. Lönnebo 
writes that meditation is man's natural ability and encourages teachers to utilize meditation with children. Lönnebo 
2006b, 18-19. Huuhtanen notices that an English art theorist from the 19th century, John Ruskin leaned on 
Byzantium heritage by distinguishing aesthetical beauty and beauty based on theoria. For Ruskin, aesthetical beauty 
denoted material reality revealed by God's senses and spiritual knowledge through the mind. The beauty of an object, 
like an icon, is a sign of invisible, spiritual beauty. However, Ruskin's opinions about imagination differed from 
Byzantine thought because he gave them positive value. Huuhtanen 1986, 95–98. Mattes criticizes Jenson's doctrine 
of deification for jeopardizing the centrality and objectivity of God's external and salvific gospel. According to 
Mattes, proper Lutheran order is to see the external word as a ground for the indwelling of Christ in man. Mattes 
names Jenson's theory of participation as Platonic and Hegelian. Mattes 2004, 128–129, 134.   
379 Saarinen 2017.   



163 
 
 

Meyendorff acknowledges that Lutherans deny synergy but endorse faith as a 

requirement for salvation. Bahr does not appear to know or accept the doctrine of 

deification. Neo-Kantian presuppositions and the theology of Ritschl forbade any 

ontology from Lutheranism: Only ethical-personal relations with God and humanity 

are possible because God is always an idol under ontology and nature. Nonetheless, 

Jenson demonstrates an ecumenical proposal: Justification is a triune event where 

humans are justified by acts of the Father, Son, and the Holy Spirit. Justification is the 

event of communal faithfulness in God, as this is set free by the Spirit. Moreover, this 

participation is actual in the reality of the incarnate Son.380  

 

 
Image 18. The Ladder of Divine Ascent, twelfth century, unknown artist, Saint Catherine’s Monastery, 

Egypt. Photograph by Pvasiliadis. This image demonstrates one aspect of the Eastern Orthodox doctrine 

 
380 Jenson 1999, 296–301, 311; Meyendorff & Tobias 1992, 21–24; Mannermaa 1992, 55, 65–68; Mannermaa 1992, 
65–68; Mannermaa 1983, 89. 
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of salvation. It also depicts its difference from Lutheranism. The icon expresses spiritual and monastic 

practices of John of Climacus, a monk from the sixth and seventh centuries. Monks ascend ladders as 30 

stages of spiritual development to reach Christ in paradise. Angels pray for ascetics while black demons 

attempt to tempt them. The image depicts salvation as ascent and deification through attaining virtues 

and appears to ground human freedom and synergy with God. Climacus associated his ladders with 

Jacob’s ladder in Genesis. His work was significant for Symeon, the New Theologian, a prominent 

Byzantine monk of the tenth and eleventh centuries, and Palamas.381  

Florensky and Lönnebo know Climacus. They value him but judge that he is 

excessively severe. Curiously, Meyendorff does not pay much attention to Climacus. 

Apparently, he saw the Ladders as overly close to Neo-Platonism that disregarded 

Christian sacraments. He mentions that the Ladder of Divine Ascent is a valid metaphor 

for spiritual progress and deification as a co-operation of the Spirit and human freedom. 

Ouspensky does not mention Climacus or this Ladder -icon, presumably due to the 

painting’s allegory. Despite the ascetic subject and golden background, this 

metaphorical icon settles better to weak theology of image than strong one. Climacus’ 

ascetic tradition highlights an anthropology close to Platonism and Stoicism. 

Nevertheless, the Eastern Orthodox calendar celebrates St. Climacus on the fourth 

Sunday of the Great Lent.382  

    It appears that Lutheran theology would not accept this icon, because of the doctrine 

of sola gratia. The direction is wrong for Lutheran theology: Salvation is not achieved 

by descending Jacob’s ladder. It is a gift based on Christ's kenosis and God’s grace for 

the sinner. The severity of Climacus underlines the human part of salvation. For many 

Lutherans, this is obvious justification by works. Thus, it is possible to argue that 

Lönnebo cuts corners by harmonizing Augustinian monergism and Eastern Orthodox 

synergism.  

    Yet Lutherans believe in sanctification, although separated from justification sola 

gratia. Moreover, acceptance of the doctrine of deification joins salvation and 

sanctification more closely, or completely. Is this not also the message of scripture? In 

Luke 13:24, Jesus says: “Strive to enter through the narrow door. For many, I tell you, 

will seek to enter and will not be able.” This message appears parallel to that in 

Climacus’ Ladder. Meyendorff's order of salvation could be accepted by Lutherans: 

 
381 OrthodoxWord 2013; Belting 1994, 272.  
382 Florensky 2014, 17; Lönnebo 2001, 113–115; Florensky 1997, 225–226; Seppälä 1986b 28–30; Meyendorff 
1982, 160.      
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The first initiative comes from God.383 This salvific love, grace, faith, and Holy Spirit 

enables humans to respond, love, and serve God. Thus, no work of humanity is 

justification by works when done in Christ and faith. Besides, Climacus virtues belong 

also to Lutherans. A tree is known by its fruit. I deduce that golden background of icons 

is equally expression of love than it is for glory.  

    Ecumenical discussions verify that the Lutheran position towards synergism is not 

only judgmental. According to Pihkala, in Finnish Lutheran and Russian Orthodox 

dialogues, the Lutheran side has taken a significant step towards ecumenical concord 

by verifying the soteriological synergy of God and justified humanity. Mutual rapport 

concerning sanctification appears to denote that the Ladder of Divine Ascent can be 

accommodated within Lutheranism.384 

    Mannermaa’s ecumenically evocative comprehension of justification as deification 

is the not only indisputable theology of Lutheranism. For example, The Augsburg 

Confession and The Apology of the Augsburg Confession join justification with human 

will and conscience, not ontology. Thus, Bahr’s forensic justification derives not only 

from outdated Kantian theology. Moreover, the Formula of Concord separates 

sanctification, love, and union of God and humanity from justification as consequences 

of salvation. This question ecumenical concord of Lutherans with Roman Catholics or 

Orthodox at the expense of Lutheran foundation sola gratia, sola fide, solus Christus. 

Mannermaa appears to question Lutheran sola fide -doctrine with his concept of the 

union of faith and love within the union of man and Christ. Jenson appears not to follow 

the Finnish school to this end. Moreover, Mannermaa’s theology faces the same critical 

question than Orthodox theologians: if atonement denotes human participation with 

incarnated Christ, what role does His death and resurrection have? Nonetheless, 

following Saarinen and Vainio, I remark that the Finnish school’s tensions return to the 

question of part of deeds in salvation and differences of Luther’s theology compared to 

Lutheran Confessions and Melanchthon. However, Vainio moderates these differences. 

He argues the Formula of Concord does not express the whole Lutheran doctrine of 

 
383 In Orthodox theology synergy appears to be a rather paradoxical event, not temporal causal order. Grace and the 
act of free will are two sides of the same event. Lossky 2019, 262.  
384 Pihkala 2002, 16–18.  
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justification. Broader perspective of early Lutheran theology enables to keep together 

both forensic-relational justification and ontological-effective justification.385  

    The core issue is whether justification is an absolute act of God or a process of human 

renewal. Climacus taught that human beings have to save themselves. This would 

require a combination of salvation event and process, of God’s act and human will.386  

    Apophatic theology draws a limit on images that concern salvation. God’s 

unreachable essence is higher than God’s energies. In the face of this fact, all images 

are failures. Ouspensky and Florensky maintain that the energy of God operates in 

icons. Nevertheless, the logic is that the substitute is discarded when you have access 

to the real thing. Thus, Florensky writes that icons are spiritual props for people who 

cannot see clearly. Hence, icons only point beyond themselves and are only wood and 

paint. Meyendorff explains that in Eastern mystical and monastic theology, human 

imaginary and corporeal visions are obstacles on the road to God. Objective visions 

are, however, desirable. Meyendorff and Lönnebo refer to John Chrysostom, who 

taught that one should set before holy face and then shut one’s eyes. Lönnebo explains 

that one should shut one’s eyes because external icons can only hint at God’s presence. 

He reminds us that mystics’ deepest experiences cannot be described. Lönnebo 

explains that people need images of God, although images can never describe God. 

This is John of Damascus’ argument.387 

    Orthodox theologians and Lönnebo consider sight as the essential sense. Salvation 

is acquired through the eyes. Lönnebo writes that the eyes are the door to the soul and 

eternity’s room inside us. He reminds us that in Christianity, beatitude signifies seeing 

as Jesus said (Mat 5:8): “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.” Lönnebo 

 
385 Saarinen 2018, 1–12; Junkkaala 2013, 239–250; Tunnustuskirjat.fi 2011; Vainio 2004, 76, 107–109, 154, 264–
267, 270–273. The Finnish school fails to see the difference between Kant and Ritschl: Kant’s philosophy capacitates 
theological ontological participation but does not know it through reason. Moreover, the comprehension of 
metaphysics, morality, and religion derives from Kant’s universal reason. However, any historical and particular 
form of religion remains outside of his method. On the contrary, Ritschl placed Christianity on the side of 
epistemology a posteriori: Christianity denotes particular, contingent, and historical revelation. This solution also 
did not shut out theological ontology but asks ontological answers of revelation. 
386 Seppälä 1986b, 40. 
387 Lönnebo 2011, 33-34; Lönnebo 2006, 17–18; Lönnebo 1997, 18; Florensky 1996, 62–65, 69; Meyendorff 1975, 
67–68, 170–171; Lönnebo 1975, 138; Meyendorff 1974, 33, 67–69. Huuhtanen sees that prayer and the icon are 
deeply connected in practical life and dogmatically in Eastern Orthodox tradition. The icon is an image of prayer. 
Nevertheless, pure prayer is always without any images. Aesthetical, outward beauty is always only a servant to true 
theology. Huuhtanen considers that here Orthodox Christianity and Platonism converge. Huuhtanen 1986, 85, 90–
91, 109. Yrjönsuuri writes that Plotinus saw material reality as a reflection of an ideal world. Thus, examination of 
the material world has a soteriological function. Material entities are mirrors, images, and signs that lead a viewer 
to a higher reality. According to Yrjönsuuri, Church Fathers utilized this paradigm. Yrjönsuuri informs us that 
Augustine was heavily influenced by Plotinus. Nevertheless, he stressed divine illumination and human intellect as 
receivers of knowledge at the expense of sensations. Yrjönsuuri 1997, 29, 32. Thus, I deduce that the seeds of a 
dispute between Lutherans and Orthodox were sown in late Antiquity. 
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claims that the Lutheran faith has been overly bound to the written and spoken word. 

He writes that biblical words can become visible in people and images and defends 

sight besides hearing. Lönnebo associates faith with hearing but asserts that faith also 

desires to see. Moreover, he joins hearing with cataphatic theology and seeing with 

apophatic theology. Ouspensky, Florensky, and Meyendorff mention sight as the 

primary sense as a self-evident fact from the patristic Church tradition. Moreover, 

Ouspensky pairs images and words, indicating that they are equally revelatory. It 

appears that seeing is central in the mystical theology of light. Hesychast experience of 

light was precisely a vision. Florensky joins seeing with Platonism, light, and 

knowledge of ideas.388  

    Jenson and Bahr value hearing and word before seeing and images. Jenson insists 

that hearing must be the paradigm of knowing because Christ is the uttered Word and 

because people live now by hearing and not by sight.389 Similarly, Bahr defends the 

primacy of the word by invoking Luther. Bahr’s antagonist is Augustine, who held a 

Platonist worldview. According to Bahr, this metaphysics considered real being as 

appearance and presence as only indirect in words. Luther reversed this by stating that 

only ears are real organs of Christians. Bahr joins hearing with faith, personality, and 

historicity and seeing with justification by works, collectivity, and a-historicity. Bahr 

explains that for Luther, the word was above all a spoken proclamation. This proved 

that faith’s foundation is outside humanity. In addition, Bahr values word because only 

it can address people dynamically. However, Jenson invokes seeing in the church’s 

assemblies. Here his accent is stronger than Bahr’s as he laments the visual poverty of 

his Church. Like Lönnebo, he laments that Protestantism has eliminated the images in 

Church or forgotten how to use them. Jenson’s emphasis is firmly rooted in the 

centrality of his eschatology, a beatific vision.390 

    I deduce that Bahr’s dichotomy is not plausible. His subjectivity testifies against 

existentialism. Moreover, he even hints that only the ears are Christian organs. 

Apparently, seeing is an inherent paradigm for the Greeks and hearing for the Hebrews. 

 
388 Florensky 2020, 82–83; Lönnebo 2015, 28–29; Lönnebo 2009a, 28–29; Lönnebo 2006, 20; Lönnebo 1997, 9; 
Florensky 1996, 153; Ouspensky 1992, 481–483; Lönnebo 1984, 7; Lönnebo 1975, 173; Meyendorff 1964, 172–
175. According to Pelikan, the equivalence of hearing and seeing converted to primacy of seeing for iconodules. 
Pelikan 1974, 121. Cormack, Eastmond & James notices that sight was the primary sense to Byzantine theologians. 
He links sight with memory and imagination and argues that the right images, holy icons, were a necessary aid of 
piety in Byzantium. Cormack, Eastmond & James 2003, 59–67.    
389 Jenson refers to Paul’s sentence in 2 Cor 5:7: “For we live by faith, not by sight”. This principle was important 
to Luther. It was a biblical argument for iconoclasts also.  
390 Jenson 2014, 60–61; Jenson 2012a, 7n; Jenson 1999, 345; Bahr 1970, 226–233.  
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Nevertheless, the Scriptures contain theology of sight. Therefore, Lönnebo’s 

observation appears noteworthy. Naturally the emphasis may be too tendentiously on 

seeing. Regardless, ecumenical concord is not based on competition or apology. Thus, 

I quote Meyendorff on all five senses:  
“the concordance between hearing and seeing, together with the appeal to all five senses that 

the apologists for icons were defending, came in the setting of worship, where the worshipper 

could smell the incense, be touched by the holy chrism, taste the divine Eucharist, hear the 

world of God and the chants, and see the icons.391 

The Greek term ἀπάθεια, apatheia, appears to be substantive to the theology of icons 

and as well as how icons are related to salvation. Apatheia was fundamental for Stoics. 

For them, its denoted freedom from emotions, which were inaccurate beliefs. 

Moreover, the exterior world and its events did not matter but only the souls’ interior 

virtues. Thus, apatheia is a part of worldview and anthropology that considers the soul 

more valuable than the body and the spiritual more valuable than the material. 

Furthermore, apatheia was the partial answer for the Stoic and Platonic search for a 

sovereign and free innermost human core. Christian theologians, like Clement of 

Alexandria, Origen, and Gregory of Nyssa, adopted the term. For them, apatheia was 

the last and non-sensual human state before final deification. Therefore, apatheia was 

a goal of ascesis and contemplation. Apatheia was a part of Eastern and Western 

Christianity through the Middle Ages. From the fourteenth century onwards, it faced 

considerable criticism. For example, Philipp Melanchthon denounced the concept.392  

  Lönnebo often utilizes apatheia. It is the name of his blue bead. For Lönnebo, it 

denotes a virtue of patience, ignorance, modesty, carefreeness, sovereignty, peace of 

mind, stability in sufferings, strength, and freedom. Lönnebo notices that apatheia 

identifies Christianity with the Stoics but remarks that Paul expressed compassionate 

and warm love rather than untouched Stoicism. Hence, Lönnebo offers a Christian 

corrective for apatheia by connecting it with humility and love. Lönnebo hopes that 

icon painters express their apatheia in the images they depict.393 

    Florensky studies Schelling’s beatific meditations and concludes that their dizzily 

whirling heart has found peace and rest. This is an eternal triumph from soaring 

 
391 Meyendorff 1992, 41. 
392 Sihvola 2004, 17; Knuutila 2004, 61–64; Remes 2004, 76–77, 84–88; Annala 1993, 87, 123–130. Remes argues 
that no Stoic anthropology nor apatheia denote complete insensibility. For example, joy was accepted. Remes 2004, 
76. Lossky informs us that John Climacus stressed penitence and crying because of human sins as a renewal of 
baptism. This teaching is in line with Lutheran theology. Lossky 2019, 272–273.   
393 Lönnebo 2015, 43, 76–77, 194-196; Lönnebo 2005; 152–153; Lönnebo 2001, 113; Lönnebo 1997, 22–23. 
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passions and self-devouring. Florensky writes: “Only by transubstantiating passions 

and thoughts into a higher contemplation, only by making the lower a symbol of the 

higher can one acquire bliss”. Against Augustinian-Lutheran tradition, Florensky 

maintains that beatific humanity has the power not to sin. Curiously, Florensky 

acknowledges that his and Schelling's thoughts are similar to Buddhism. There appears 

to be more latitude in Florensky’s philosophy than Ouspensky’s theology. For example, 

he laments that there is no play of emotions in paintings of linear perspective. At least 

he does not consider it necessary to evoke apatheia.394   

    Meyendorff and Ouspensky remark that apatheia denotes impassibility. Hence it has 

a strong connotation with apophatic theology and the sovereign God. They identify 

apatheia with peace of mind that frees humans to love. Moreover, apatheia is almost 

synonymous with hesychasm, indicating contemplation and intellect controlling the 

heart and heart controlling the intellect. Meyendorff and Ouspensky write that monastic 

asceticism denotes the struggle against passions contrary to nature and God’s will. 

Acquisition of impassibility is a necessary condition for deification. Meyendorff states 

that original human existence was impassible. However, they distinguish between the 

passion that implies sins and natural passions like hunger or fear. The difference is 

subtle because natural passions are the source of sin. Ouspensky emphasizes the non-

naturalistic icons representing the sense organs conveying deafness, impassiveness, 

and detachment from all excitation. Such icons express the peace and order of the 

Kingdom of the Holy Spirit. Ouspensky teaches that the content of an icon is a guide 

for prayer and ascetic life, absence of passions. However, Christian apatheia does not 

require mortification of emotions but their sanctification. One should shut one’s senses 

because evil enters the heart through them and disturbs concentration. A usual detail of 

icons, a person’s small and closed mouth, indicates silence of the flesh. Nevertheless, 

praying while looking at the icon is admissible because it directs us to silence mortal 

flesh. Looking at the icon denotes fasting with the eyes.395 

    Jenson examines the concepts of mind, consciousness, and intellect. He argues that 

the Aristotelian mind denotes sheer possibility, whose content is consciousness. 

 
394 Florensky 2002, 263; Florensky 1997, 137–142. I see the logic in Florensky’s anthropology and concept of 
apokatastasis, the salvation of all, as he believes that God can cut sin from humanity like cancer from the body. The 
purifying fire of Jesus will burn sin away. For detailed analysis about the afterlife, see Florensky 1997, 149–189.  
395 Ouspensky 1992, 234, 242; Meyendorff 1983b, 25, 51–55, 117; Ouspensky 1978, 208–212; Meyendorff 1975, 
127–128, 165–167; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 38–39, 127; Sendler 1995, 62, 64. Strezova informs us that Palamas 
structured hesychast life as a ladder and a fight with the passions to the struggle for apatheia, which culminates in 
the actual transformation of human corporeality or theosis. Strezova 2014, 51.  
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Moreover, in Kantianism, consciousness focuses on the mind, which transcends its 

content. As noted, Jenson writes that model of this mind’s focus is the perspectival line 

in high Renaissance paintings, which is not itself in the painting’s world, but out in 

viewers' space before the canvas. Thus, consciousness is like a light in which a person 

sees the content, like the painting. According to Jenson, Aristotle regarded this 

consciousness as free from matter and time. Hence, this mind is divine and impassible 

apathy from the long tradition of Aristotle to Kant’s noumenal, autonomous self. Jenson 

insists that Christianity denotes the reverse and that creation does not have a drop of 

the divine. The idea of mysticism is to search for inner divinity, but Augustine found 

God outside himself. Participation is possible, but the space of encounter is not man 

nor timelessness, but the life of God.396    

    Ouspensky and Meyendorff mention apathy a few times. Thus, it is not a pivotal 

feature of Christian life or the theology of icons. Perhaps it is a certainty for them. 

Neither my sources nor my secondary literature connect icons' serious and morose 

features to Stoic roots and serenity. Hence, it is my research result. I recognize that 

apathy also belongs to Platonism. Moreover, I deduce that the ecumenical question of 

images evokes the question of the compatibility of Christianity and Stoicism. The 

answer to the question of whether Jesus, Paul or Peter urge apathy depends on the 

respondent.397 

 
396 Jenson 2003, 22–26. 
397 For example, Jesus’ teaching “Do not worry about your life” in Sermon of the Mount (Mat 6:25) can be 
interpreted as uniform with Stoic apathy. The term is somewhat uncertain. Freedom from lust and anxiety suits 
Christianity, remoteness and disdaining of emotions are more debatable.   
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Image 19. Icon of Saint Stephen. Photographed by BlessedMart. Stephen wears a red cloak, a traditional 

symbol of martyrdom. A container of incense and an orarion reminds us he was a deacon. Stephen’s large 

eyes denote the perception of divine illumination. A thin nose and shut mouth indicate ascetic life. For 

Lönnebo, Stephen’s vision of Christ is an example of a mystical “heart’s eye” that constitutes the 

theology of icons. For Meyendorff, Stephen’s vision is proof for Palamism: a vision of God’s glory, not 

merely a created vision or vision of intellect. Stephen appears to be strongly feminine or androgyne. 

Does the image imply that initially humans were called to overcome gender differences? Maximus the 

Confessor thought so.398  

 

 
398 Lönnebo 1997, 9; Meyendorff 1983b, 52, 57, 67, 152; Meyendorff 1975, 139; Christine 2010. According to 
Lossky, Maximus, and Gregory of Nyssa, the sexes separated because of the Fall, which God foresaw. This division 
has no connection to the divine arch-image. Moreover, individuality and sexual reproduction commence after the 
Fall. Apparently, these thoughts belong to a broader theological-monastic tradition generally alien to Lutherans. 
Lossky 2019, 143, 162–163. 
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Image 20. Icon of Mary of Egypt. Mary is a sixth-century desert ascetic and a saint of the Eastern 

Orthodox, Roman Catholic, and Coptic churches. Mary was a prostitute and a vessel of the devil before 

her repentance and barren life in the wilderness. For Orthodox, Mary of Egypt is a spiritual mother and 

a paragon of repentance and humility. She has two feast days in the Eastern Orthodox calendar. 

Moreover, Mary of Egypt is an example of angelic life common to many Orthodox saints. She has long 

unbound hair. Mary of Egypt and Eve are the only women in Orthodox iconography depicted without 

head coverings. Covering women's heads is a biblical and moral subject, possibly incendiary in times of 

feminism and gender equality. Mary lived naked in the desert. Nakedness is an expression of simplicity 

in Orthodox iconography that associates with paradise or echoes Platonist longing for a bodiless life. 

However, Mary of Egypt is depicted with clothes given by the priest Zosima. Meyendorff places 

marriage and angelic celibacy as equal expressions of the kingdom of God. He quotes Jesus words (Mat 

22:30) that “in the resurrection, they neither marry nor are given in marriage but are like angels in 

heaven.” Mary’s character, asceticism, and solitude are somewhat alien to Lutheranism. Rich Christians 

easily label her as an intrusive and extreme character. However, her story is also appealing. For 

Lutherans, Mary of Egypt may resemble the biblical Mary Magdalene when identified with the biblical 

“sinful woman”. Sinfulness, repentance, and forgiveness suit Lutheran theology. Photographer unknown. 

Published by BlessedMart.399  

 
399 Meyendorff 1999; Saint John the Evangelist Orthodox Church 2019; Orthodoxwiki.org 2013.  



173 
 
 

 

Saints are the usual subject of icons as a means of participation and example of human 

deification. Orthodox theologians accept the veneration and remembrance of saints. 

Meyendorff notes that the cult, holy relics, and images of saints belong together. They 

emerged approximately at the same time in the fourth century. Ouspensky rightly 

notices that iconoclasts also venerated saints, but asserts that rejecting images of saints 

resulted in repudiating their cult. In addition, he and Lossky present many icons of 

saints. They remind us that Eastern Orthodoxy does not depict martyrs with attributes 

of their martyrdom and only rarely an actual moment of martyrdom. A common subject 

of icons is a monk and hermit, who lived at the turn of the nineteenth century, Seraphim 

of Sarov. He is especially interlinked with icon theology because according to tradition, 

his face shone with God’s light like Christ on Tabor and Moses on Sinai. For 

Ouspensky, Florensky, and Lönnebo, Seraphim of Sarov is a living example of inner 

beauty, achievement of asceticism, and likeness of God.400  

    It would be an exaggeration to argue that the Lutheran Church has lost contact with 

saints. Especially biblical characters, like Stephen, are present in words, memories, and 

images in churches. Nonetheless, the Reformation attacked statues and images of 

saints. Luther regarded that the cult of saints took focus away from the centrality of 

Christ and obscured the chief doctrine of salvation according to grace and faith. Perhaps 

Lutherans do not understand the grace of God that rests on the image and affects with 

human virtues. Lutheran confessions teach that saints are real and living paragons, but 

one should not petition them for support. Christ is the sole mediator, priest, and 

intercessor between humanity and God. Hence, Lutheranism breaks the Western and 

Roman Catholic tradition of venerating saints. Bahr appears to follow this line by not 

mentioning saints. This supports Ouspensky’s argument that the absence of saints’ 

images and cult occurs together.401  

    Luther’s opinion of saints developed in parallel with his opinion of images. He 

accepted or even recommended images of the saints in church space as a witness and 

reminder of their holiness. The Augsburg Confession also allow public remembrance 

of saints. Similarly, Lönnebo writes that icons and saints intertwine. For example, he 

 
400 Florensky 2017, 161; Lönnebo 2001, 224; Florensky 1997, 74–75; Florensky 1996, 56–57; Meyendorff 1989, 
92–94; Ouspensky 1978, 154, 189; Meyendorff 1975, 183–184; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 125. Iconoclasts 
deduced that when false images of Christ are abolished, there is no more reason for saints' images. Sahas 2018, 100. 
401 Tunnustuskirjat.fi 2011; Kerko 2006, 116. 
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presents the icon of fourteenth-century Swedish saint, prophet, mystic, and nun Birgitta 

painted by Robert de Caluwé. This is an expression of de Caluwé’s and Lönnebo’s wide 

ecumenism: Birgitta is a Roman Catholic saint. Jenson’s emphasis is that saints are 

living in God. Thus, they are personally available to each other. From this follows that 

Christians can talk to saints and ask for their intercessions. He mentions a few saints 

like Lucia402 and Martin, apparently referring to Martin Luther. Moreover, Jenson 

approves icons of saints. Hence, Lönnebo and Jenson adopt a more ecumenical and 

broad position towards saints closer to the Roman Catholic Church and Eastern 

Orthodox Church.403  

    Differences on the doctrine of salvation are reflected in images. Lossky asserts that 

Western Christianity lost sanctification and uncreated energies when it added the 

filioque to the Creed. Moreover, nominalism denoted denial of sanctification. The 

Lutheran Church still trusts in participation and connection with God. It is evident to 

all Christians that virtuous life is part of Christianity. Faith is a solid and biblical word 

for ecumenical concord. Lutherans emphasize that it is an instrument that receives 

salvific grace and responds to it with love. Also Florensky stresses faith. Thus, images 

are acceptable and possible responses to Gods’ grace. Therefore, they are similar forms 

of participation to prayers. Hence, also Lutherans can join with the words of the 

kontakion of the Triumph of Orthodoxy: “We confess and proclaim our salvation in 

word and images.” In other words, there does not have to be an opposition or dispute 

in the relation between being and doing. Christians are not the light of the world 

because they do good deeds. Christians do good deeds because they are the light of the 

world. Nonetheless, in Lutheran theology, faith is essential because no natural or 

created medium could connect humans with God.404 

    It is noteworthy that Lönnebo accepts the Orthodox position of synergy. Moreover, 

he endorses deification, asceticism, and apatheia, although with more suitable 

modifications for Lutheran laypeople. This proves that the theology of images affects 

all theology and finds its place only as part of its entirety. This sets an ecumenical 

challenge, because accepting or rejecting icons or strong image theology associates 

with other theological areas. Similarly, Jenson’s accent on deification, eschatology, and 

 
402 Lucia is a fourth century martyr, a saint of the Roman Catholic Church and Eastern Orthodox Church, and 
remembered also in the Lutheran Church.  
403 Lönnebo 2015, 145–146; Lönnebo 2006, 56–57; Jenson 1999, 267–269, 353–360, 368; Lönnebo 1997, 10.  
404 Papadakis 1994, 171; Lossky 1985, 96.  
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Holy Spirit is associated with icons. However, he and Bahr do not follow the tradition 

that values asceticism and apatheia. He puts existentialism and faith in the place of 

apatheia. 

    Meyendorff associates asceticism with monasticism and celibacy. This tradition 

highlights the words of 1 John 2:16: “For everything in the world, the lust of the flesh, 

the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life comes not from the Father but the world.” 

Lutheran tradition stresses a positive meaning of the world, earthly life, and its 

vocations as places to serve God and humankind. Furthermore, Luther shifted 

Scholasticism’s disregard of emotions towards honour by stressing love toward 

creation and sensitive figures in the Bible like the weeping Abraham and Christ. 

Simultaneously, Luther shifted the heavenly state of humanity from Augustine’s apathy 

to joy and pleasure. Moreover, Luther joined effects with the heart, faith, and practical 

Christian faith. Hence, Lutheran tradition largely disdains the concept of apatheia. The 

Seventh Ecumenical Council appears to balance the grave heritage of antique 

philosophy by advising believers to weep before an image of the crucifixion and paint 

images that stir viewers.405  

    Salvation denotes a relationship between humanity and a Redeemer. The nature and 

destination of this union is transfiguration. I discuss Mount Tabor in a separate 

subchapter because it has a unique role in icon theology.  

 

  

 
405 Meyendorff 1975, 50, 123–124; Knight 2020; 6, 10–11; Anttila 2013, 62–63, 67, 107–111, 115–116, 170–171. 
Apathy does not necessarily exclude joy or pleasure. The question is rather one of emphasis and different levels of 
understanding.    
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3.1.3. Eternal Light – Transfiguration of Christ  
“After six days Jesus took with Peter, James, and John the brother of James and led them up a high 

mountain by themselves. There he was transfigured before them. His face shone like the sun, and his 

clothes became as white as the light. Just then there appeared before them Moses and Elijah, talking 

with Jesus.”406  

 

 
Image 21. The Saviour’s Transfiguration, painted by Theophanes the Greek, Tretyakov Gallery, Russia. 

The traditional composition of the Transfiguration dates to Theophanes in the fourteenth and fifteenth 

centuries. Theophanes was part of the Palaeologan Renaissance and Novgorod school. In this icon, the 

shining Jesus holds a scroll in his hand. Jesus has a halo and behind Him a mandorla and a geometrical 

figure of light, representing divine energies and the Holy Spirit. On the right stands Moses, and on the 

left Elijah. Three disciples, Peter, John, and James are overwhelmed by divine light. Photographer 

unknown. Published by Wikipedia.407  

 
406 Matthew 17:1–3.  
407 Ouspensky 1992, 261, 273.  
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The biblical event of Christ’s transfiguration on Mount Tabor appears to be crucial for 

the theology of and a popular subject for icons. Ouspensky and Lossky present the 

Transfiguration icon in The Meaning of Icons. Lönnebo also presents it and it is in 

illustration and cover of Meyendorff’s book St Gregory Palamas and Orthodox 

Spirituality. Biblical narration and liturgical feast render the transfiguration of Christ 

as a shared tradition of Orthodox and Lutherans. The earliest image of the subject dates 

from the sixth century and is in the monastery of St Catherine on Sinai.408      

    Ouspensky and Lossky explain that Christ revealed His divinity in His humanity in 

Tabor. Transfiguring signifies uncreated light, energies, and the glory of God. Thus, an 

icon of transfiguration bears witness to Christ’s two natures as stated in Council of 

Chalcedon. Furthermore, Christ demonstrates to His disciples the deified state as a 

destination of all humankind. Hence, transfiguration is another word for deification: 

The bodies of saints will become luminous by divine grace. The event and images are 

eschatological because they reveal Christ as He will return in glory and our human state 

in eternity. Thus, transfiguration constitutes a model for icons to present divine beauty 

and the transfigured human state. Lönnebo shares Ouspensky’s view. Thus, he joins 

Orthodox mystical and hesychast traditions. Lönnebo emphasizes that icons of 

transfiguration depict the human spiritual quest to allow the Holy Spirit to repair the 

inner icon of humanity. He adds that light of Tabor denotes joy and tenderness. 

Similarly, Florensky writes that the Light of Tabor is uncreated light and energy of the 

Trinity that enables deification and a vision of integral truth.409 

    Meyendorff and Ouspensky clarify that the transfiguration of Christ relates to a 

schism between Palamas and Barlaam on the devotional life of Byzantine theology in 

the fourteenth century. The key question was how a human being can be in contact with 

God. According to Meyendorff and Ouspensky, Barlaam and other humanists were 

Neo-Platonists through Dionysius the Areopagite. Thus, they stressed the unknown 

God. The only bridge between God and humanity was a symbol. For Barlaam, the 

symbol was something else than the reality it depicted, inferior to the revelation of 

truths of the intellect. Therefore, the mystical experiences of monks were imagination 

and illusion, not actual contact with God. Moreover, for humanists, the idea of 

 
408 Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 209.  
409 Lönnebo 2016, 64–65; Lönnebo 2009a, 57–58; Lönnebo 1997, 9; Florensky 1997, 65, 72, 465–469; Ouspensky 
1978, 188–192; Lönnebo 1975, 137–139, 143, 224; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 35.  
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deification was a metaphor. Hence, Barlaam was shocked to hear that hesychast monks 

believed that the human body could be transfigured in holy experience and participate 

in communion with God in their prayer life. In addition, Barlaam rejected positive and 

bodily mystical experiences by arguing that the passionate part of the soul must die. 

Palamas' view was less strict. He encouraged transfiguring and sanctifying the soul’s 

stirrings. This denotes an anthropological hierarchy in which the human mind and spirit 

exercise sovereignty over the flesh.410    

    Palamas acknowledged the inconceivable essence of God but claimed that humans 

could participate in the divine energies of God. Energy bears God’s name as much as 

God’s essence. The energy of God is grace, the glory of the Holy Spirit, and uncreated 

light. By this energy and external manifestation, God communicates with humanity. 

Thus, deification is possible as human beings can contemplate and experience this 

divinity and transform to what they see. This is based on human freedom, openness, 

and spiritual senses that receive God’s gift of divine communion. For Palamas, the light 

of Taboric lights and transfigured Christ could not be an indirect symbol the entire 

event was real history.411 Furthermore, Christ has united humanity to divinity. This 

enables the soul’s illumination from the uncreated light of Tabor. Therefore, the light 

of Mount Tabor can be found within the heart of a Christian. On the contrary, Barlaam 

stated that grace and divine energies are created. Hence, receiving them does not imply 

receiving Godself. Ouspensky writes that the transformation of the human body was an 

obstacle to Barlaam and rationalistic humanists. Furthermore, their Christianity 

corrupted anti-material Docetism because of Platonism. Icons do not have a significant 

role in Palamas’ theology because for him, inner mysticism transcends visible images. 

Nevertheless, Ouspensky sees a clear link between widespread representations of the 

 
410 Ouspensky 1992, 231–244; Meyendorff 1983b, 72–73; Meyendorff 1974, 81–94; Meyendorff 1964, 143–144, 
186–188; Strezova 2014, 43–44. Meyendorff associates Barlaam with symbolism prohibited by the Council of 
Trullo and with nominalism Meyendorff 1964, 188. Strezova explains that the Transfiguration of Christ was a central 
biblical event explaining Eastern monastic mysticism. He writes from Gregory of Sinai, a hesychast monk from the 
thirteenth to fourteenth centuries who established the monastery of Mount Athos. According to Strezova, Gregory 
taught about three periods of spiritual life: Purification, illumination, and deification. This mystical path leads from 
faith and knowledge of the divine word to ascent of the body and soul and the struggle for apatheia and love in the 
darkness of God. The final stage corresponds with apophatic theology and transfiguration of Christ, encountering 
God face to face. Strezova’s presentation also reveals the difference between Lutherans and Orthodox. For 
Lutherans, faith and the grace of baptism suffice. There is no demand for mystical knowledge. Strezova 2014, 17–
18.   
411 Palamas accepts symbolism and the light of Tabor as a symbol if the symbol is understood in a positive sense 
and rooted in salvation history. In other words, a valid symbol has a spiritual reference. This is not very clear because 
Palamas suggests similar thoughts to Barlaam. Apparently, symbolism can be interpreted differently as not 
excluding direct presence. Meyendorff 1983b, 17–20. 
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transfiguration and the victory of Palamas.412    

    Jenson notices that Western theologians have considered that Tabor’s light is 

created. However, he follows Eastern theology. Jenson writes that Jesus’ 

transfiguration was the light of God’s glory and Shekinah, which anticipated Christ’s 

resurrection and glory. Thus, the transfiguration has Christological and eschatological 

characters. Nonetheless, it does not appear to serve as an object of devotional life or 

church art for Jenson. The transfiguration fits Jenson's theology since its centre is the 

vision of God's eternal glory where other creatures can participate in God’s grace. 

Jenson argues that the Western eschatology, a vision of God, denotes Orthodox 

deification. Jenson notes that Palamas also unifies these beliefs. Nevertheless, in 

Western Christianity, Aquinas thought that the redeemed will sees the essence of God. 

Palamas denies this because seeing denotes relation, and God's essence has no relations. 

Jenson considers this regrettable and states that Eastern theology is uncritically 

implicated in Dionysius’ Neo-Platonism. Jenson follows Aquinas, who asserts that 

God's essence is simply what God is.413 

    As noted, Bahr sees all art as worldly. Nevertheless, he considers that Western art 

often bears witness to the hope of future transfiguration. He mentions the works of Fra 

Angelico as a positive example of the art of Christ's glory. Nonetheless, he writes that 

depicting this is problematic and extremely hard. Failure denotes theology of glory, 

like in Byzantine art, where all traces of Christ's human and slave form is swept 

away.414 

    Christian hope anticipates the future kingdom of God. Thus, a solid and credible 

eschatology is a criterion for Christian theology. Christian images should express this 

anticipation for the next world. A weak spot in Bahr’s theology of image: Holiness as 

separation from the world, the future glory of God, power of Holy Spirit, and task to 

prepare for the wedding feast of the lamb are secondary for him. Again, Orthodox 

criticism sees a bad spirit in Western Christianity, from Barlaam, the Renaissance, 

nominalism, and Protestantism. Ouspensky, Meyendorff, Florensky, and Lönnebo 

offer space for eschatological images of hope.  

    However, Bahr in particular and Lutherans in general, accept the transfiguration, 

 
412 Ouspensky 1992, 231–251; Meyendorff 1982, 181–193; Meyendorff 1975, 202–207, 62–63; Meyendorff 1974, 
107–114, 118; Meyendorff 1964, 183, 195–198; Strezova 2014, 44–45. 
413 Jenson 1999, 341–345. 
414 Bahr 1970, 10, 219–220.  
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Christ's divine nature, and eschatological promises. Jenson produced a strong 

eschatological theology on the foundation of the Holy Spirit, but did not elaborate it 

much in the field of images. Jenson’s veering towards Eastern Orthodox icons has 

ecumenical significance and theological weight. These images correspond with his 

future kingdom of God. Lutheran theology does not place symbols or created 

intermediaries between humanity and God. Perhaps Lutheran images, like natural 

paintings of Jesus or symbolic lamb of God, are precisely these obstacles. If so, they 

would occupy the place of direct images and encounters of uncreated energies.  

    Tabor evokes the conditions of salvation. Jesus hid his divinity and revealed it only 

to three disciples. Tabor was not a place for Sukkot shelters. Nor was it a place for 

Jesus’ ascension to the heavens but for his descent to dying and suffering. Christian 

images should observe this. Moreover, the old Lutheran critique of two-level 

spirituality is perhaps not only a misstep of Liberal Protestantism. Why pursue the third 

heaven? Emphasizing mysticism may denote disregard for the ethical dimension of the 

Christian faith. There is no commandment to strive for mystical experiences from 

Christ or the apostles.  

    However, just as the image of Holy Sophia may reveal a heresy, so does the image 

of Rublev’s Trinity or Theophanes the Greek’s Transfiguration of Christ reveal 

orthodoxy. Thus, image theology anchors mystical experiences to Christian revelation. 

Nevertheless, are mystical experiences, visions of light, or continuous prayers of the 

heart obligatory for salvation? Palamas wrote a Christian revision of the Decalogue 

without these hesychast ideals. This indicates that Sinai and Tabor belong to monks 

and nuns, not necessarily to laypeople. Hence, Christian life denotes earthly life, 

keeping the commandments and participating in divine service. Luther was a former 

monk married to a former nun. Hence, life without monasteries was foundation to 

Lutheranism. Palamas wrote on icons in his non-hesychast revision of the Decalogue. 

Thus, Palamism divides monks from laypeople and places sacred images primarily to 

the side of the laity. A tension between strong theology of images and strong theology 

of mystical experiences appears in this division. However, hesychasm concerns the 

laity and monasteries have been bastions of icon art.415  

    My study progresses in the tension between time and eternity. I now turn to the 

Christian course of history and cultic life.    

 
415 Hayward.  
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3.2.   Living Tradition – Context of an Image  

3.2.1.  From Catacombs to Iron Curtain – Image and Christian 
Tradition  

“But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all the truth. He will not speak on his 

own; he will speak only what he hears, and he will tell you what is yet to come.”416 

 

In this subchapter, I study how the concept of tradition relates to the theology of images. 

Naturally, tradition is not itself a subject of images. Nevertheless, every Christian 

image expresses and is based on Christian tradition. Thus, tradition is a long sacred 

history and a source that places each Christian image in the correct context. In addition, 

tradition is a norm and authority that accepts or rejects images. Another source is the 

Bible. However, the Bible is not outside, separate from, or opposite to tradition. Instead, 

tradition transmitted, composed, and legitimated holy scriptures. The ancient wisdom 

and words of the Bible live in the present time in Christian experience, devotional life, 

and the Church’s liturgy. First, I pay attention to differences in the weight and content 

of tradition between the six theologians. Christian tradition is filled with theologians, 

stories, and events. Hence, each time and investigator regard and interpret it differently. 

Secondly, I examine how tradition structures the theology of images and offers 

meaning and roots for single images.417  

    It appears that strong and weak theologies of images correspond with strong and 

weak perceptions of tradition. For Ouspensky, Meyendorff, and Florensky, Holy 

Tradition is similarly human and divine Holy Scriptures. This is tangible because 

Orthodox in general see the Scriptures as an element of the tradition. For them, it is a 

life and guidance of the Holy Spirit in the Church. Tradition is an expression of the 

permanent presence of God in the community of New Israel. Thus, tradition has strong 

authority as the Bible. Furthermore, tradition is an environment where scriptures 

become meaningful and available. Without Tradition, references to the Bible may lead 

to errors. According to Meyendorff, Holy Tradition is infallible. This does not denote 

denial of pseudo-councils, human traditions condemned by Jesus, or human mistakes 

 
416 John 16:13.  
417 The Bible is an obvious authority and source of theology to all Christians. However, this does not exclude 
differences in interpretation and emphasis. Meyendorff writes that the canon of scriptures received its final form in 
the East only at the Council of Trullo. This question was returned to later. For example, the Book of Revelation 
never entered liturgical usage in Byzantium. Meyendorff 1982, 32. Different churches give different place and 
meaning to the deuterocanonical books (apocrypha) and Septuagint. Nonetheless, the theologians of this study do 
not appear to use the deuterocanonical books in their theologies of images.    
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but close identification of tradition with the Church and the Spirit. Changes stem from 

different situations that the Church encounters throughout time. Tradition is a 

sacramental and unbroken continuity of the Church from the times of the apostles to 

the second coming of Christ. Within tradition, many traditions denote good forms and 

customs, not binding all Christians. In short, Orthodox theologians never adhered to 

the Lutheran principle of sola scriptura. For Ouspensky, tradition guarantees the 

holiness and Orthodoxy of icons. In addition, icons are a manifestation of the Holy 

Tradition and expressions of Orthodoxy.418 

    For Lönnebo, Christian tradition is a horn of plenty. Tradition is a piece of glass that 

has been dimmed with a cinder. One can watch the Sun through the glass. Lönnebo 

draws wisdom from several authors, churches, and even other religions. Practically, 

tradition is a toolbox beside scriptures for him. Thus, he does not support the sola 

scriptura -principle. Yet, he appears to be freer from tradition than Orthodox thinkers. 

For Lönnebo, the present rules the past. Lönnebo describes icons as a symbol of the 

ecumenical unity of churches and an image of Christian tradition. Moreover, he 

highlights the long tradition of icons and bypasses the history of Western pictorial art. 

Hence, Lönnebo relates to the icon revivalist movement with a weaker concept of 

tradition than Ouspensky, Meyendorff, and Lossky.419    

    The concept of tradition does not appear to play a role in Bahr, who represents 

traditional Lutheran sola scripture -theology. He values presence and freedom over the 

past and submission to tradition. Tillich’s method of correlation and Bahr’s theology 

of art examines the present age rather than the Christian past of the Church Fathers or 

Middle Ages. Nevertheless, Bahr’s cornerstone is the tradition from the Early Modern 

period onwards, expressed in the Lutheran Confessions. 

    Jenson agrees with Orthodox theologians that the Church is a historically continuous 

 
418 Florensky 1996, 76; Meyendorff 1983a, 85–86, 88, 92–94; Ouspensky 1978, 161–168; Meyendorff 1978, 7–8, 
13–17, 20, 41; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 7, 22. Meyendorff admits that the neo-Platonic view of historical changes 
and variety as part of the fallen order of things influenced Byzantine liturgy through the Dionysius Areopagite and 
thus favoured uniformity and immutability. Meyendorff 1982, 121. Lossky criticizes the false problem of the 
primacy of Scriptures or Holy Tradition created by the Protestant and Catholic Reformations. He insists that these 
realities are in union. Lossky mentions Basil the Great’s distinction between secret tradition and open, oral, and 
written preaching. Unwritten tradition denotes mysteries of the Church like baptismal rites, which are necessary for 
understanding the truth of Scripture. Moreover, tradition is free from human errors as the Holy Spirit guides it. 
Nonetheless, tradition is not outside Christians or their deliberations, interpretations, and judgments in every 
changing epoch. Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 11–22. Kamppuri observes that Meyendorff separates the content and 
form of tradition and states that the expression of tradition can alter while the experience of faith and its object 
remains the same. From this, Meyendorff places heavy emphasis on the intuitive and inner experience of God. 
Kamppuri 1988, 34–39. Similarly, Florensky is more interested in mystical experiences and selective use of 
Christian-Platonic sources than the concept of tradition itself. 
419 Lönnebo 2009a, 18; Lönnebo 2001, 25–26; Lönnebo 1997, 8.  
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community.420 The Holy Spirit preserves the apostolic teaching and creates self-

identity of the Church through time. Jenson quotes Emilianos Timiadis,421 that Holy 

Tradition is “a living actualization of the past, a true anamnesis, a synthesis between 

what is transmitted and present experience, brought by the Invocation of the Spirit.” 

Further, he quotes the International Anglican-Orthodox Dialogue: “By the term Holy 

Tradition we understand the entire life of the church in the Holy Spirit.” Jenson agrees 

and criticizes the Eastern Orthodox concept of tradition from immobility. This is 

because of the Hellenistic philosophy of an impassible God. Orthodox rightly notice 

that the Father is the source of a triune deity. However, Jenson argues that the Spirit is 

the goal of deity and liberator of the Father and the Son. Moreover, Jenson notices the 

dubiousness of the sola scriptura principle: Church and tradition lived for 150 years 

without the New Testament. The Lutheran Church does not exclude creeds, Church 

authoritative office, or tradition. Nonetheless, Jenson does not identify tradition with 

the Scripture or the Church. The Church has a mission beyond itself and the content of 

tradition: the gospel422. Church tradition can also fail in its task to bear witness to the 

gospel. Furthermore, tradition is not a norm for theology like a canon of scriptures, 

creed, and office.423 

    Obviously, disagreements on a theology of images differ if the premises vary. 

Lutherans may accuse Orthodox of questioning the status of the Bible by placing their 

tradition beside it. Orthodox can judge Lutherans for losing the living word of the Bible 

because they reject the tradition. Nonetheless, agreements are possible: God lives and 

works among God’s people, wise theologians, and church gatherings. Human errors 

 
420 In Jenson’s theology, the word “story “is an equivalent for tradition: Church continuity in time is a dramatic and 
narrative story of triune God. 
421 A Turkish Eastern Orthodox metropolitan and ecumenical theologian of the twentieth century. 
ECUPATRIA.ORG, 2018. 
422 Gospel is both proclamation and adoration. Jenson reminds us that the gospel denotes good news about an alleged 
event: Jesus has risen from death. Gospel always occurs from the process of its tradition. Tradition is location of 
biblical exegesis and the present reality of preaching the word. Hence, the gospel has a history. Because of its 
promise, the gospel also enables the future. Jenson 1997, 4–5, 11, 14–17, 23, Jenson 2016, 6–12, Jenson 1992, 117. 
423 Jenson 2011, 63, 65–68; Jenson 1997, 4–5, 7, 23–31, 27, 33–38, 87, 121; Jenson 1992, 117, 133–138, 141–145. 
Total tradition is normative because dogmas and creeds can only be understood in the context of their exact historical 
situation. Jenson 2011, 67–68. Jenson agrees with the Roman Catholic pope Benedict XVI, Joseph Ratzinger, who 
identified the authority of the tradition i.e., the question of how then and now are mediated, as a fundamental 
ecumenical problem. According to Jenson, both Roman Catholics and Lutherans agree that the church is an event 
in time. However, Roman Catholics hold that the church is an institution that carries and repeats events. Protestants 
see that because the church is an ever-new event of the Spirit, it cannot be an institution. Jenson appeals for 
ecumenical consensus on Eucharist: Eucharist is an anamnestic event that does not continue, repeat, or complement 
the event where it points. Eucharist is a present tense occurring of that event. According to Jenson, the basic 
ecumenical problem here has been generally agreed on the idea of linear time. Jenson’s response is his Trinitarian 
concept of God who operated in time. In God events, individual persons, and institutions are fully one. Jenson 1992, 
108–113, 118.  
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are possible, even within the Church. Perhaps iconoclastic councils or regrettable 

Renaissance paintings are reminders of this. Infallible tradition is not a problem to 

Lutheran theology but rather recognition of it. Furthermore, the Bible is a unique norm 

that contains all knowledge for salvation. Therefore, it is also a judge that directs the 

tradition. The Lutheran–Orthodox Joint Commission achieved vast rapport concerning 

tradition in the 1987 meeting its pronouncing:  
“The holy Tradition is the authentic expression of divine revelation in the living experience of 

the church, the body of the Word incarnate” and “This “euangelion” of salvation is the content 

of the holy Tradition, preserved, confessed, and transmitted in scripture, in the lives of the saints 

in all ages, and in the conciliar tradition of the church.”424  

Besides selecting sources and choosing aspects, one can utilize a filter that separates 

truth and facts from imagination and legends.  

    I found it sensible to examine the theology of images chronologically. Thus, the first 

question would be Christian art's possible roots and paragons. Lönnebo travels furthest 

by writing on cave art as a predecessor of icons. Again, this emphasizes no deep gulf 

between Christianity and general humanity or religiosity, although what is crucial is 

the image's content, the presence of the holy person in the image. Moreover, he 

mentions Egyptian art. Florensky does the same, especially on death masks, which were 

cult icons that carried eternity-like icons. Ouspensky verifies Egypt as a geographical 

source of Christian art. However, he concludes that the roots of Christian art are a 

complex question that should not be simplified to only one source.425  

    A stronger and closer influencer on Christian art was Greek and Roman Antiquity. 

Ouspensky knows Hellenistic art and writes that Christians adopted its harmonious 

beauty, rhythmic feeling, and reversed perspective while discarding its idealistic 

aspects. Moreover, the Church gathered everything that was best from Antiquity and 

every other pagan culture, everything that was “Christian before Christ”. Thus, 

Ouspensky saw the Church as catholic also culturally. Ouspensky writes that Christians 

adopted pagan symbols by purifying their primitive meaning. For example, the fish was 

an erotic symbol of fertility until it became a creedal symbol of Christ. Furthermore, 

the first images of Christ as a good shepherd were adopted from pagans’ images of 

Orpheus. However, he does not mention Christ as Apollo or Zeus – Meyendorff does. 

Ouspensky contends that the Church had to fight against the remnants of pagan art. 

 
424 Saarinen 2017.  
425 Lönnebo 2006, 29; Florensky 1996, 160–165; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 27–28.  
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Pagan art was bad because it was carnal, sensual, and illusorily naturalistic. According 

to Ouspensky, early Christian art was reduced to a minimum of details and a maximum 

of expression. Thus, development to mature Christian theology of icons was seamless. 

Meyendorff also acknowledges that Christians adopted forms from Antiquity, such as 

triumphal iconography from the Romans. Others play down the impact of pagan 

Antiquity on philosophical questions. The heathen origin of Christian images was an 

accusation of iconoclasts. For Ouspensky, the dependence on pagan Antiques offers 

positive arguments for the Christian image, including acceptance of humanity, nature, 

and diversity of cultures.426 

    Judaism was another precursor of Christianity. Generally, it has been regarded as 

aniconic separation from pagans and their false gods and that the first Christian 

generations followed the same line. Thus, adopting pagan customs for images denotes 

a mixture of Christianity and pagan Hellenism accelerated by the Constantinian shift. 

However, Ouspensky maintains that Jews were not as aniconic as often thought. He 

and Jenson mention the tabernacle and cherubim as examples of art in the Hebrew 

Bible. Furthermore, Ouspensky and Meyendorff refer to the Syrian synagogue from 

the third-century, Dura–Europos, which was decorated with images, as proof of Jewish 

iconography. Ouspensky continues that Judaism’s absence of direct iconography was 

part of the Jews’ preparatory and prefiguring task before the incarnation of Christ. 

Moreover, the first Christians painted images in the catacombs. Jenson argues that the 

early decades of Christianity were without images. Ouspensky admits that Tertullian, 

Clement of Alexandria, Origen and Eusebios,427 and the Council of Elvira428 opposed 

using the images. Nevertheless, these sources are not part of Holy Tradition. For 

example, Tertullian joined the Montanist sect and Eusebios was a semi-Arian 

Origenist. Moreover, they judged idolatry and abuses, not images as such. For 

Ouspensky, opposition towards images proves the existence of the Christian image. He 

 
426 Meyendorff, 1989, 78; Ouspensky 1978, 70–71, 84–88, 106-112; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 27–28; Knight 
2020, 14–15; Pelikan 1974, 97. According to Belting, the Christian cult of images was an heir of ruler worship in 
late Roman Antiquity. Belting 1994, 38. Herrin argues that Orthodox have inherited customs of burning incense and 
lighting candles before an image from Greek and Roman Antiquity. Thus, the idea of veneration of images stems 
from paganism. Moreover, he refers to professor of art history Thomas Mathews, who has made a similar 
observation to Florensky: Pagan portraits and Egyptian death masks are forerunners of Christian icons. This led to 
a situation where the images of Christ and Apollo were confused, and artists were uncertain whether to portray 
Christ with long hair and a beard or with short curly hair. This evidence appears to demonstrate that His true 
appearance was lost after the eyewitnesses of Jesus. Herrin 2007, 98–100. 
427 A bishop of Caesarea in the third and fourth century, known for his church history.   
428 Spanish pre-ecumenical council in the early fourth century.  
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reminds us that Eusebios recalled the plenitude of images among early Christians.429  

    According to Ouspensky, there were icons of Jesus already in his lifetime, images of 

Mary soon after Pentecost, and generally icons in times of apostles. This is a position 

of John of Damascus’, Seventh Ecumenical Council’s and, therefore, Eastern Orthodox 

Church’s. Ouspensky also appeals to the Great Commission as an instruction to 

produce images. According to Ouspensky, the first icon was “the Holy Face” “the icon 

not made by human hands”, also called “Christos Arheiropoietos” and “Mandylion”. 

Jesus himself made this icon by wiping his face with linen. Ouspensky informs that the 

first known documents are witnessing this image date to the 5th century. They disclose 

that Jesus gifted his image to a painter Hannah who took it to the city of Edessa. There 

it healed Abgar, the prince of Osroene, from his illness.430 The Holy Face became very 

popular in Edessa and later in Constantinople until it disappeared at the Fourth Crusade. 

Ouspensky names several famous Holy Face -images and explains that this image is 

part of the Eastern Orthodox Church’s liturgy, church year, and Orthodox 

iconography.431 

 

 
429 Jenson 1999, 285–286; Ouspensky 1978, 40–48, 48–58, 68; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 25. Ouspensky criticizes 
The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire written by Edward Gibbon in the eighteenth century. He 
traces the notion of the first Christian generation's aversion to images to this book. Ouspensky 1978, 40. Bastubacka 
and Jensen verify that Jewish use of images in late Antiquity was richer than researchers have generally thought. 
Bastubacka 2018, 66; Jensen 2005, 7–18. Jensen mentions Epiphanius of Salamis, a fourth-century bishop and a 
saint of the Eastern Orthodox Church and Roman Catholic Church. He condemned visual portraits of the saints and 
Jesus. Epiphanius rejects the idea that the image is a likeness of what is portrayed. Therefore, contemplation of these 
images is dangerous. Veneration goes only from the inclination of the painter, not to the real subject. Moreover, 
images of saints are false because they attempt to imagine something they cannot represent. Jensen sees Platonism 
behind Salamis thought. Art still had a weak, didactic, and symbolic role for him. Furthermore, Jensen mentions a 
second and third century Christian apologist Marcus Minucius Felix, who defended anti-image Christianity by 
stressing the transcendence of God. Jensen 2005, 25–28, 69–83. 
430  The story of Hannah and the image of Jesus is not the same as the fifteenth-century story of Veronica, a woman 
who wiped Christ's face with linen when he carried his cross to Golgotha. However, Lönnebo joins these traditions 
together and presents icons depicting the station of the cross with Veronica and his miraculous linen. Lönnebo 1984, 
26–27.   
431 Ouspensky 1978, 35, 48–49, 59–62, 70–71; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 25; Jensen 2005, 134–139; Pelikan 1974, 
101. Ouspensky also mentions the image of “Our Lady of Lydda”, which emerged without human hands in the 
Church of Lydda built by the apostles. Ouspensky 1978, 76. 
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Image 22. The Holy Face icon painted by Yvonne Hajdu-Cronin. Lossky posits that icons “made without 

hands” are material testimonies of the incarnation of the Word. He suggests that subject was popular 

from the sixth-century Byzantium onwards. Lossky claims that this icon expresses the dogmatic 

principle of iconography. Thus, sacred art is not the invention or imagination of the artist but living Truth 

“made without hands”. Therefore, this icon is commemorated and venerated in Orthodox feasts. 

According to Lossky, Christ’s visage expresses impassivity while remaining open to the sorrows of a 

fallen world. Kotkavaara states that the icon not made of human hands is a Christian equivalent to 

miraculous Greek meteoric stones created without the intermediary of human hands. Belting verifies the 

popularity of this type of icon in the sixth century. He explains that images made without hands served 

as an argument against graven images. This is because iconoclasts produced a clear distinction between 

human-made items and that which is holy. Abgar’s icon is also mentioned in discussions of the Seventh 

Ecumenical Council. Photographed Yvonne Hajdu-Cronin. Published by Croninstudio.432   

 
432 Ouspensky 1978, see appendix; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 69, 72; Giakalis 2005, 45; Barber 2002, 55; 
Kotkavaara 1999, 37, 83; Belting 1994, 51, 55–56. The research of the famous, yet controversial Shroud of Turin 
crosses with the subject of the Holy Face. Is this cloth the same linen where Joseph of Arimathea wrapped crucified 
Jesus? The Turin Shroud is a 4 meter long cloth with an image of a man and his face. Thus, it is an image made 
without human hands. According to Hiltunen, the Shroud of Turin and the Mandylion of Edessa may be the same 
relic since the cloth may have been exhibited as folded. Textile material connects these relics. If Turin Shroud bears 
the original image of Jesus, it may have been the basis for Christian art. Hiltunen mentions that the image of bearded 
Christ appeared in Byzantium in the same time when the icon of Edessa become popular. Hiltunen also examines 
the Sudarium of Oviedo, a relic that possibly covered the face of the dead Jesus. Hiltunen believes in the 
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Lönnebo presents de Caluwé icon of Christ not made by human hands. It is a central 

image of an ensemble that consists of key events in salvation history – the Nativity, 

Good Friday, Easter, and Pentecost – around Christ’s face. Two angels carry a similar 

Mandylion above the Crucified Christ in Caluwé’s Eastern triptych. Lönnebo informs 

us that according to Orthodox tradition, this image became the foundation for 

subsequent icons of Christ. However, Lönnebo asserts that a human cannot paint 

Christ’s face. This reflection reminds me of the indefinite division between iconoclasm 

and iconodules. Other theologians of this study do not mention the Holy Face. I deduce 

that Meyendorff and Florensky accept the tradition but consider it not vital. Apparently, 

the Holy Face is unknown or indifferent to Jenson and Bahr.433   

    According to Ouspensky, Florensky, and Lönnebo, the evangelist Luke was the first 

icon painter. Ouspensky and Lönnebo also present an image of Luke as an icon painter. 

He painted three icons of Mary after Pentecost. Ouspensky maintains that several “St 

Luke icons” carry apostolic character and authority even though they were painted 

later. The type of these icons is Hodegetria meaning “She who leads the way” and 

Umilenie meaning “(Mother of God of Our) Tenderness”. According to Ouspensky, 

the oldest witness of Luke’s icons is sixth-century Byzantine historian Theodore. These 

icons became hugely popular in the early Middle Ages. For Ouspensky, Orthodox 

liturgical texts are proof of the authenticity of this tradition.434 

    The Holy Face and tradition of Luke as a painter easily raise critical objections: 

Images without human hands are made with human hands. Even Jesus produced the 

first Holy Face with his human hands. It appears strange that the image appears only 

by pressing the face on the linen. Naturally, it is possible to leave room for the mystery, 

because no one knows what happened. Nevertheless, the gap of hundreds of years 

 
interoperability of these two lines. Hiltunen 2019, 56–57, 224–226, 261–264, 269, 286–289. For detailed 
information on Shroud of Turin and its research, see Hiltunen 2019. The Shroud of Turin and the Sudarium of 
Oviedo are fascinating items. Nevertheless, it should be noted that the Agbar legend does not associate the Holy 
Face image with Jesus’ shroud. The Sudarium of Oviedo does not contain the image of a face. Nonetheless, its blood 
traces coincide with crucifixion and the Shroud of Turin. These linens are biblical relics and thus more easily 
accepted by Lutherans than non-biblical stories are.  It is possible to interpret the Holy Face according to Lutheran 
theology of the cross: uncreated light of God’s face and the resurrection resonates through a veil connected to 
Christ’s incarnation and death.   
433 Lönnebo 2006, 30–33, 39. 
434 Lönnebo 2009b, 161; Lönnebo 2006, 28; Florensky 1996, 89; Ouspensky 1978, 71–75. Jääskinen verifies that 
the tradition of Luke as a painter can be traced from the sixth century. Jääskinen separates scientific knowledge from 
tradition and legends and locates Luke’s icons to the latter. Jääskinen 1984, 17–20. 90. Pentcheva argues that Luke 
legend originated in the eighth century to support the legitimacy of icons against iconoclasts, and the narrative 
attached to images from Jerusalem, Rome, and Constantinople in the eleventh century. Pentcheva 2006, 124–127. 
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between events and the first specific mention of these icons supports the case that these 

are legends. Moreover, how could Luke have painted Mary and her child since Jesus 

had his first disciples when he was an adult? Thus, rationalistic arguments can question 

the origin of icon tradition in a similar manner to question about miraculous images. 

Curiously, Lönnebo describes Luke’s icon as a legend yet still affirms this tradition. 

Hence, the question of factual veracity is not necessarily crucial.435  

    Nonetheless, these stories are part of the Eastern Orthodox liturgical tradition. As an 

evangelist and a painter, Luke reflects the equal importance of words and images. 

Furthermore, realistic images of Jesus, Mary, and the apostles are a condition for 

connecting image and prototype. In other words, this tradition enables the notion that 

persons in images are realistic and that painting based on imagination is unacceptable. 

Ouspensky does not mention this reasoning. 

    One weakness in Ouspensky’s theology of images is based on his changing between 

roles of Orthodox theologian and art historian. He writes that Christian art developed 

over centuries, but there is an uninterrupted tradition of icons of Christ and Mary. 

Ouspensky admits that early Christian art was symbolic and not a direct likeness. He 

justifies this by appealing to the secret character of Christianity. Christianity was even 

scandalous to a pagan world that persecuted Christians. Ouspensky claims that first-

generation Christians were weak. Hence, they needed symbolic art as the “liquid 

nourishment of childhood”. The fullness of origin of the Christian image and its natural 

development causes a contradiction. The historical research approach pushes 

miraculous images into the category of pious fables.436   

    The practice of producing and using images is a criterion for approval. With the 

Constantinian shift and spread of Christianity, Christian images became more common 

in the third and fourth centuries. Gradually, the pagan threat receded, Antiquity turned 

to the Middle Ages, and the Christian Church found its iconography. Church Fathers 

are theological key figures for approving, judging and directing Christian art. 

Ouspensky refers to Basil the Great, Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nyssa, and 

John Chrysostom, who supported sacred art. For Ouspensky, these figures are 

important because they have strong and authoritative characters. Moreover, they verify 

the early use of images among Christians. Furthermore, Ouspensky demonstrates that 

 
435 Lönnebo 2006, 28.  
436 Ouspensky 1978, 65–78, 84–88, 106–112; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 26–28.  
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in tradition, images are a confession of Christian faith. Images were weapons against 

heresies. Ouspensky’s example here is the Council of Ephesus, where the Church 

proclaimed the union of the two natures of Christ and Mary as Mother of God. After 

the Council, images of Mary sitting on a throne appeared everywhere.437   

    I mentioned the Council of Trullo in 692. As noted, this council’s canon 82 forbade 

depicting symbols or only Christ as a lamb depending on the interpretation of canon. I 

see this canon as evidence of the late use of symbols among Christians and the slow 

development of a strong theology of images. Christ as a lamb was a popular image of 

the Church, particularly in the West. The general subject was John the Baptist, who, 

according to John 1:29 said: “Behold, the lamb of God who takes away the sin of the 

world!” Ouspensky informs us that the direct image is superior to shadows and signs 

because the image of Christ is grace and truth itself. It is possible to weigh the validity 

of councils. Ouspensky writes that the emperor, 213 bishops, and Western 

representatives signed this council’s decisions, but the pope refused to sign. Trullo was 

a principal council that addressed Eastern Christians. Ouspensky argues that Western 

Christianity abandoned the Orthodox image theology from Trullo onward. The Roman 

Catholic Church has seen Trullo as an inimical and non-authoritative council, as even 

contemporary theologians condemned it. Curiously, Barber argues that a struggle 

between iconoclasts and iconodules precisely concerned the legitimacy of canon 82.438   

    As an actual argument against images of lamb, one could argue that symbols and 

metaphors are legitimated by the Scriptures and richness of Christianity’s visual 

expressions that do not oppose the incarnation of Christ or the personality of the saints. 

Furthermore, the council's credibility wavers if its other decisions are questionable. 

However, an argument of credence denotes familiarity and customs rather. For 

example, Trullo’s prohibition of eating eggs and cheese on Saturdays and Sundays of 

Lent or attending the theatre and horse races may be unnecessary to Lutherans. These 

are the reasons to question the whole council. Nonetheless, weighing single canons pro 

 
437 Meyendorff 1989, 70; Ouspensky 1978, 101–106; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 26. Jensen describes the beginning 
of the third century as a watershed when Christian art was born and grew. Jensen suggests that maybe Jewish 
negativity had to yield room for pagan converts and their worldview. Perhaps the Parousia was no longer expected 
to happen at any minute. Jensen also leaves room for earlier Christian art. Maybe images were destroyed in 
persecutions or natural causes. Jensen 2005, 4–6. Belting connects the cult of Mary, the council of Ephesus, and 
displacement of the cult of the mother goddess Cybele. Belting 1994, 34. Iconoclasts appealed to Chrysostom, who 
wrote, “we enjoy the presence of saints through writings, thus having icons for not of their bodies but their souls. 
For, what has been said by them are icons of their souls.” Thus, different interpretations result in different answers 
from the same sources. Sahas 2018, 123.   
438 Ouspensky 1978, 113–124; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 28–29; Barber 2002, 41, 46, 53–54.   
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or contra images is hair-splitting.439  

    The Seventh Ecumenical Council is a fortress defensing the theology of image in 

tradition. This council is ecumenical, signed by East and West and thus the entire 

Church. I exclude political and historical reasons for iconoclasm and the council from 

my study, not deny that that they had no impact on the council’s decisions or the shape 

of the tradition, but to focus on the theological dispute for correct dogmatic teaching. 

Ouspensky notices that iconoclasts utilized an argument that may be appropriate to 

Lutherans: There is no indication in the Bible that icons should be made or venerated. 

Nevertheless, Christ did not order anyone to write the New Testament either. 

Furthermore, Ouspensky writes that iconoclasts hid and falsified the texts of the Church 

Fathers. Thus, iconodules constructed a case based on biblical revelation and Church 

Fathers. Furthermore, correspondence and interdependence of sacred image and sacred 

word denote that both mediums are valid and necessary.440  

    No Church Father before the eighth century, no Cappadocian Fathers, neither 

Augustine nor Dionysius taught veneration of painted images or their relation to 

prototypes.  The Seventh Council appealed to a statement of Basil the Great that “honor 

rendered to the image belongs to its prototype.”. However, Basil referred to the relation 

between Christ and the Father, not painted images. Church Fathers’ arguments 

represented a more weak than strong theology of image. Both, past and present offered 

arguments also to iconoclasts. For example, Hagia Sophia, constructed in 532, was 

aniconic. Nevertheless, iconodules could appeal to unwritten tradition and existing 

practice.441 

    After the iconoclastic struggles, the chief question concerning tradition is the 

Renaissance. Ouspensky, Meyendorff, Florensky, and the icon revivalism movement 

 
439 Knight 2020. 
440 Ouspensky 1978, 156–169; Edwards 2013, 149; Giakalis 2005 33, 35; Belting 1994, 150–152; Pelikan 1974, 9–
10. Emperor Constantine V was able to ask, “whence came this law that requires us to bow down before an icon?". 
Barber 2002, 58. Giakalis mentions several patristic defenders of icons. These sources teach the divinity of Christ 
with the analogy of an emperor and his statue. However, as early as the seventh century, Stephen of Bostra and John 
of Thessalonica gave theological evidence in favour of icons. Giakalis 2015, 34–41. For iconoclasm's political and 
historical features, see Ouspensky 1978, 135–178; Brubaker 2012; Pelikan 1974; Belting 1994 and Herrin 2007. 
Pelikan informs us that iconoclasts remarked to their opponents that Basil the Great did not speak on images. 
However, Pelikan mentions Gregory of Nyssa's statement that a relic of saint intermediates the saint's presence. 
Ouspensky does not utilize this argument. Pelikan 1974, 103–104. Jensen argues that Christian art gradually shifted 
from weak, pedagogical image theology to strong image theology of icons. According to Jensen, the veneration of 
images based on their likeness to their subject emerged in the late fourth century. At first, this new custom was seen 
as problematic. However, the Constantinian shift supported the spread of the cult of icons as well as to correct 
Christology. At the beginning of the fifth century, Christian images and portraits of holy people were customary. 
Jensen 2005, 22–23, 30–33. 
441 Onasch & Schnieper 1995, 14.  
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reject this pictorial heresy. However, there appears to be no council to verify their 

arguments with its authority. Hence, the theological outcome for tradition’s 

significance for a theology of images condenses to the anathemas of the Seventh 

Ecumenical Council. When Jenson wrote “there is no command to create images” he 

denied the Eastern Orthodox tradition and the council. He placed images among 

adiaphora. This is characteristic of Lutheran weak image theology, which Luther 

himself used. Anathemas are impossible to subvert, at most one can ignore or re-

interpreted them. The council’s clarity and strength can be an ecumenical and 

confessional problem: Why complain about filioque if Western Christianity denied the 

incarnation in the eighth century? Nevertheless, the severity of the council’s 

manifestation does not forbid a conciliatory and ecumenical attitude. The Seventh 

Ecumenical Council evokes a Christianity that celebrates the visual, bodily, and 

material with incarnate God as its centre. Lutherans can also bow the purple of the 

body.442       

    This subchapter dealt with the Christian path of the sacred image. The next is its 

counterpart: How should one respond to a prodigal son who has departed from his 

Father’s home?  

 

3.2.2. Lost World? – Christianity and Autonomous Art  
“Do not conform to the pattern of this world but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you 
will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.”443 

 

This subchapter concerns the image as art. Additionally, I examine the six theologians’ 

relationship to various art forms. I study some characteristics of art, such as perspective. 

The twentieth century was a time of turmoil in aesthetical theory and modern art. As 

mentioned in the introduction, the term “art” is anachronistic as it was only utilized 

from the Renaissance. The autonomy of art coincides with the secularization of 

Western culture and society. In this subchapter, I enquire how the theologians I study 

meet this challenge. All six theologians share a Christian and theological standpoint to 

art rather than an aesthetical one. Ontology is only one of many questions of aesthetics. 

Nevertheless, both theology and ontology go beyond the aesthetical standpoint.  

 
442 Jenson 2014, 179; Pelikan 1974, 98–99, 106; For analysis of the concept of adiaphora, see Jenson 1976, 200–
206.   
443 Romans 12:2. 
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    I regard Lönnebo as a successor of icon revivalism on Lutheran soil. Hence, it is 

fascinating to examine his relationship to Western art. However, Lönnebo is 

consistently silent about this issue. I infer that this is a conscious choice: Lönnebo 

endorses the traditional icon theology of Eastern Orthodox Church without polemics 

of icon revivalism. Thus, Lönnebo does not oppose this tradition, but is compassionate 

towards it. Furthermore, he utilizes at least one symbolic Western (see 3.1.1). 

Moreover, he mentions Rouault and Swedish modern artist like Karl Isakson and Carl 

Kylberg as positive examples of expressing old church art in modern means. Lönnebo 

highlights that icons are not just art but spiritual objects, nevertheless, holy images are 

also art and aesthetical objects.444  

    Ouspensky is consistent with icon revivalism. He does not deny that icons could be 

described as art. That is because ordinary people with ordinary materials create them. 

Nonetheless, he highlights a clear difference between icons and other paintings. The 

former is sacred and liturgical art, while the latter is earthly, carnal, and unorthodox. 

Hence, icons are only analogously the same as profane art. Furthermore, Ouspensky 

approximates aesthetical studies of icons as possible but simultaneously foreign, 

secular, and dangerous. He disfavours the concept of taste as subjective, changeable, 

and an invalid criterion for icons. Thus, aesthetics denotes a worldly analysis, which 

can only serve sacred art's cursory perspective.445  

    Ouspensky and Meyendorff especially criticize images of the Renaissance, which  

marked a Western separation and innovation from Eastern tradition. It was the first 

movement since Antiquity that sought to imitate nature. Furthermore, it regarded art as 

independent from religion, preceding future art movements. For Meyendorff, the spirit 

of the Renaissance was associated with humanism and nominalism. The immanent 

character of worldly art is Ouspensky’s chief reason for his critique. A Christian subject 

or pious purpose does not change the situation because natural and carnal images 

express breaking with Holy Tradition, cult of the flesh instead of transfiguration of the 

human body, and a replacement of divine light by a physical one. Icons express the 

inner life of saints, not physical beauty. Therefore, nudity is not a problem in the 

Orthodox images, unlike in the Roman Catholic Church, where the Council of Trent446 

 
444 Lönnebo 1997, 7–8; Lönnebo 1984, 7.  
445 Ouspensky 1992, 335; Ouspensky 1978, 12–17. 
446 The Council of Trent was a sixteenth-century council of the Roman Catholic Church, as part of the Catholic 
Reformation, partly in response to Protestant Reformation, and not approved by the Eastern Orthodox Church. 
Council was part of a Counter-Reformation, a response to Reformation.    
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prohibited impure images with provocative charms. Ouspensky does not judge nudity. 

He demonstrates the traditional icon of Christ’s baptism with a nude Christ. Traditional 

Orthodox icon art associates nudity with ascetics and desert spirituality. Nevertheless, 

this is not fleshy or erotic. Ouspensky describes this nudity as a robe of grace, the nudity 

of Adam and Eve without shame. It appears that nudity also expresses a positive 

character of the human body. The Eastern Orthodox Church and ecumenical councils 

set no rules on this issue. At any rate, Ouspensky writes that secular art is not as great 

a problem as secular art pretending to be religious. According to Ouspensky, the art of 

icons is not idealistic art. Instead, realism in secular art becomes idealism when applied 

to church art. Moreover, Ouspensky does not accept any images based on an artist's 

imagination.447  

 

 

 
447 Ouspensky 1992, 308, 347, 361, 456, 472–473, 488; Meyendorff 1992, 40–41; Ouspensky 1978, 212–213; 
Meyendorff 1974, 82, 90, 94; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 48. The Council of Trullo directed the faithful to avoid 
tempting images in canon 100. Apparently, the heritage of Antiquity was still a present reality. Clerus.org 2001. 
Nudity has been an issue in Lutheran church art. For example, nude figures painted by Hugo Simberg and Magnus 
Enckell in Tampere Cathedral invoked criticism, but were allowed to remain in place. Hanka 1995, 30–31. Similarly, 
a resurrection painting by Sampo Kaikkonen in Oulu Cathedral has been criticized for nudity. Mäki-Heikkilä 2021. 
These paintings question Ouspensky’s dichotomy between permissible transfigured nudity in orthodoxy and 
rejectable impure nudity of Western art. On art in Tampere Cathedral, see Hurmioitunut 2013. 
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Image 23. Susanna and the Elders, painted by Artemisia Gentileschi, Nottingham Castle Museum, and 

Art Gallery. Ouspensky criticizes Western and Renaissance art as earthly and carnal. He refers to the 

painting Susanna and the Elders and reminds us that the goal of the icon is to lead the viewer towards a 

transfigured state of humanity. On the contrary, the old men's gaze directs them to fornication. For 

Ouspensky, Susanna and the Elders is a manifestation of fatality within the Renaissance. Viewers of 

these paintings are like the lustful elders. Photograph by Art. The UK.448  

 

Ouspensky writes that from the sixteenth century onward, Russian and Orthodox 

Christianity forgot its spiritual life and began to follow Western influences. Thus, 

Russia saw Protestant symbiosis of church and a state and of social activity and morals 

instead of active prayer life.449 Moreover, Russian Christianity was plagued by 

Enlightenment and Freemasonry.450 From the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the 

Russian intelligentsia rejected the traditional Orthodox faith. Hence, art drifted from 

the Orthodox Church to the cultural sphere. Thus, the realism of icons and faces of holy 

people accommodated with idealism, symbolism, and allegories. Russian Romanticism 

offered interest in icons, but principally from a national perspective. Ouspensky rejects 

this Slavophile programme of Russian national art of the nineteenth century. 

Furthermore, Ouspensky notices the return of intellectuals to a traditional position on 

icons in the early twentieth century and Western recognition for it, for example in Henri 

Matisse.451      

    Ouspensky criticizes the Roman Catholic Church for welcoming modern art inside 

its walls. Similarly, Meyendorff writes that modern Catholic theology has tried to avoid 

a dichotomy of grace and nature by integrating God in history and nature. However, 

the effect of this endeavour has been more humanization of God than divinization of 

humanity. For Ouspensky, modern art denotes enticement of the void and fear of 

nothingness, like in the ungodly existentialism of Jean Sartre.452 Furthermore, modern 

culture is an expression of extreme individualism. According to Ouspensky, freedom 

 
448 Ouspensky 1978, 203–204. 
449 Ouspensky writes that new iconographic subjects emerged, but only a few of them fitted in Holy Tradition. He 
mentions depicting Jesus with an apple or a globe in his hand as a Lutheran model. He approves the idea of Jesus' 
sovereignty but states that the symbol should be a book or a phylactery instead. Likewise, Ouspensky rejects 
picturing saints and martyrs with their instruments of torture and prefers the cross, because it is not the death of a 
saint that is important but their witness to Christ. Ouspensky 1992, 358–359. 
450 Ouspensky mentions the eye in a triangle, called the all-seeing eye, as a masonic symbol. Ouspensky 1978, 14.  
451 Meyendorff 1992, 40–41; Ouspensky 1992, 287–288, 317, 326–336, 411–412, 423, 426, 430–431, 433–434, 
459, 465; Ouspensky 1978, 204, 212–218; Meyendorff 1974, 82, 90, 94; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 47–48. Matisse 
was a famous French Fauvism artist known for his saturated colours, childlike sentimentality, and decorative 
compositions. Honour & Fleming 1997, 755–756. 
452 A French existentialist, writer, and a Marxian theorist notorious, or perhaps celebrated, for his atheism and absurd 
worldview. McGrath 2000, 112–113, 740. 
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signifies arbitrariness here, for example, in pop art, where style replaces the canon. 

Thus, modern art is a chaotic innovation.453   

    In Florensky’s perception of time, the Renaissance was a lamentable epoch 

encompassed by the rational philosophy of Descartes and Kant. The core tragedy of 

this ideology was the autonomy of humanity from God. However, the Renaissance 

reduced the human person to a passive viewer-spirit, Cartesian immovable eye, and 

eventually a mere ghost. Secretly, the Renaissance signified Manicheanism, Atheism, 

and a cold, mechanistic worldview. Moreover, the Renaissance was humanism, 

naturalism, and Pharianism that rejected God’s grace and served the law because of the 

law. The Renaissance destroyed form and lost reality by fragmenting the entirety into 

parts in a closed system that thickened religious symbols and created an opaque world. 

Hence, the Renaissance was enchanted from the mere husk of a symbol, aesthetics. On 

the contrary, the Middle Ages was a religious time with childlike play and mysticism. 

Florensky excludes Scholasticism from the Middle Ages: Scholasticism destroyed the 

sensuous husk leaving only abstract and bare meaning. For Florensky, Kant 

demonstrates the resolution of the Renaissance era because of his antinomies, cracks in 

reason. Thus, for Florensky, Romanticism and German idealism appears to be at least 

half good, a tentative search for active spirit and transparent realism.454  

    According to Florensky, a linear perspective expressed the Renaissance spirit. 

Kantianism sees only apparent forms and impersonal, passive material by a schema of 

scientific thought. Florensky dates the emergence of perspectivism in pre-Socratic 

Greek theatre decorations. According to Florensky, a prominent proto-Renaissance 

painter, Giotto, re-discovered perspective to produce illusionary views of reality. Thus, 

perspective is a subjective method of making images that replace reality with outward 

appearance. Perspectival depiction of the world sees life as an illusion and a spectacle 

without participating in it. Furthermore, perspective expresses a monadic vanishing 

 
453 Ouspensky 1992, 490, 501–502; Meyendorff 1966, 200, 206–207. Kotkavaara proposes that a new and radical 
opinion of absolute freedom of church artists in 1950s France explains Ouspensky’s texts. Kotkavaara 1999, 314–
315. Viladesau reminds us that the Renaissance saw the purpose of art as imitating nature. Thus, the painting is a 
window to the visible world. Nonetheless, imitation also meant finding beauty and proportion in nature. The artist’s 
task is, therefore, to paint ideas of things. Moreover, the Renaissance meant the secularization of art. Viladesau 
2008, 48–51. 
454 Florensky 2014, 23–25, 36–37, 77, 80–82, 91, 105–106, 113–114, 121–122, 138–139; Florensky 2002, 216–218, 
260–263. Florensky does not mention Renaissance humanism was a reaction against Scholasticism. McGrath 1994, 
50–51.   
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point. It denotes a constant and monotone movement without hold, cleansing the space 

of reality. Thus, linear perspective is a machine for annihilating reality.455  

    Florensky argues that Renaissance artists, who theorized with perspective, produced 

blunders against their requirements. It was precisely these “mistakes” that revealed the 

persuasiveness of these paintings. Thus, Florensky does not express total rejection of 

Renaissance paintings, but notes the dualism of the Renaissance soul. Apparently, this 

duality denotes the valuation of both idealism and naturalism. Florensky’s example is 

Leonardo da Vinci’s Last Supper (1495-1498). According to Florensky, this painting 

is a stage set and a visual phenomenon for cold curiosity. Nevertheless, da Vinci 

expresses reality with dramatic saturation and fullness by violating the unity of scale 

and perspective. Likewise, Michelangelo’s456 Last Judgement (1536-1541) and 

Albrecht Dürer’s457 The Four Apostles (1526) are examples of reverse perspective458 

or violating of rules of perspective in the art of the Renaissance. Florensky notices that 

paintings of the Renaissance, two spaces coincide or merge. Tintoretto’s459 painting 

The Apostle Mark Liberating a Slave from a Martyr’s Death (1548) is an artistic failure 

because heterogeneous spaces are depicted in one, material, and bodily world. In 

Renaissance dualism, like in the works of El Greco, spiritual and sensory realities are 

both present and apart. However, the spiritual reality does not encroach on the viewers’ 

world through these paintings.460   

    Florensky explains that generally, laws of perspective are associated with realism 

and perception itself. However, the opposite is true: Perspectival vision is illusory and 

against natural vision. Florensky proves his argument with artistic devices which 

enable the construction of images, where vision has an auxiliary function or no function 

at all. He rejects the idea of naturalism as external truthfulness as superfluous and 

impossible. This is because it is possible to represent three-dimensional space on a two-

dimensional surface only by destroying the form of the thing represented. Painted 

apples are flat and uneatable. Thus, naturalism denotes falsifying reality twice over, 

 
455 Florensky 2014, 80, 143–144, 146–147; Florensky 2002, 92–93, 201–218, 263-266. 
456 High Renaissance sculptor and painter known for his genius, perseverance, and fleshly human figures. Honour 
& Fleming 1997, 480–487.  
457 A German Renaissance painter and engraver, contemporary of Luther. Dürer emphasized the artistic power of 
creation as a gift of God. Honour & Fleming 1997, 459–461.   
458 Also, the Byzantine perspective or inverse perspective. 
459 A sixteenth-century Italian artist of the 16th century Renaissance and Catholic Reformation known for dramatic 
use of perspective and muscular figures similar to Michelangelo. Honour & Fleming 1997, 493–494.  
460 Florensky 2002, 225–242, 245–247. Leonardo da Vinci’s Last Supper is one of the most renowned paintings in 
the world. It is also a popular religious composition within the Eastern Orthodox Church.  
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first with objects, models, and artificial poses and second by creating an illusory image 

from all this. According to Florensky, perspective is based on Euclidean geometry, but 

its comprehension of space is only a postulate. Euclidean space cannot be made to fit 

with physiological space. The flowers in a painting do not scent flowers. Thus, linear 

perspective or absence is Florensky’s criteria for legitimate art. Florensky’s admiration 

for Egyptian, Chinese, and medieval art is based on the absence of perspective. 

Similarly, he venerates icons for their reversed perspective. Moreover, Florensky was 

interested in primitive art and wooden toys, art that summoned spiritual ideas in the 

context of ritual.461 

    Ouspensky names two perspectives: the linear and reverse. He writes that 

iconographers have combined the two. Painting with a linear perspective does not have 

a relationship with the actual space where it is located. On the contrary, in an icon, the 

represented space is included in the real space. According to Ouspensky, the gospels 

prove the reverse perceptive correct because their logic is “reversed” like in Jesus’ 

words, “the first shall be the last” (Mat 20:16) or Paul’s foolishness of the cross. 

Reverse perspective allows the icon to calm and open on to infinite fullness, while the 

foolishness of Christianity allows the utilization of abnormal, shocking, and 

provocative forms in the image. This echoes Bahr’s and Jenson’s thoughts. 

Nonetheless, Ouspensky’s madness appears to denote predominately violating the rules 

of linear perspective. Ouspensky’s argument of the foolishness of Christianity appears 

convincing to Lutherans since madness is characteristic of a theology of the cross. 

Nevertheless, this argument can be utilized elsewhere, for example, to remove gold 

from icons or depict a poor Jesus.462 

    Florensky utilizes another criterion: Organ music, oil painting, and canvas are 

symbols of decay and spiritual degradation of the Renaissance. According to 

Florensky, the board used for icons is more ontological than canvas, which is an 

unstable surface that presents the autonomy of humanity and relativism. Oil paintings 

are sensual, earthly, and fleshy. Another decayed mode of art is engraving. Florensky 

links it with rationalism and Protestantism. Oil painting manifests sensuousness and 

engraving the intellectual construction of images. Moreover, he argues that paper 

resembles Protestant freedom from tradition as a surface of images. Also, Ouspensky 

 
461 Florensky 2002, 46–58, 246–267.  
462 Ouspensky 1992, 495; Ouspensky 1978, 224–225.   
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writes that the materials of the painting do matter. They should be natural, like wood 

and egg tempera, not artificial, like plastic. He adds that oil paints do not qualify in 

icon painting because they have sensual character unfit to express the asceticism and 

joy of an icon. Florensky’s theologization of materials appears original but strange. 

Florensky appears to identify Protestantism with German idealism. For him, Dürer’s 

engravings predict Kant. However, is paper and printing only superficial? Sacred 

scriptures and Florensky’s words are also printed on paper. Thus, it is possible to reject 

his analogy of surface strength and its ontological power. The Seventh Ecumenical 

Council briefly mentions “mosaic and other materials” but does not broadly address 

the subject. Hence, no canon forbids oil paints. Jenson criticizes Florensky for 

narrowing icon painting down to traditional techniques and Russian synodical canons. 

Also, he complains that Florensky admits salvation more preferably to ancient pagans 

than Western Christians that utilize oil painting on canvas. Florensky’s thoughts are to 

be comprehended in the frames of his idealism and Slavophilism. In seventeenth and 

eighteenth-century Russia, engraving, oil painting, and Western art forms coincided.463    

    The spread of printing led to the spread of printed icons on board and paper, which 

challenged theology of images, but the theologians of this study do not discuss this 

topic. Florensky approves copying a prototypical icon. Even then, it must be executed 

by experiencing a living reality. In other words, an icon requires spiritual experience. 

Thus, it is not possible to print this reality. Nevertheless, the print’s outward appearance 

appears the same as a painted icon. If the icon’s power and presence of the holy are 

based on its surface or experience of the painter, it is not easy to draw a line between 

authentic and inauthentic icons. It is also possible to deny ontological presence from 

wood. Moreover, printing denotes the shared surface of images and words. This 

foregrounds questions about how the word of God is living, salvific, and powerful. 

Jenson’s solution to the problem appears ecumenically sustainable: the word of God is 

living in the community of the Holy Spirit.464   

    Florensky never accuses the Renaissance of idealism. He mentions briefly that 

Renaissance culture has had many valuable by-products. Moreover, he mentions master 

portraitists of Holland, Germany, and Italy without naming any individual artist. These 

portraits are alive. Their faces preserve moods and teleological tension changes unlike 

 
463 Jenson 1999, 284; Florensky 1996, 101–112; Ouspensky 1992, 499–500; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 53, 55; 
Kotkavaara 1999, 101–103. 
464 Jenson 2019, 33–38; Florensky 1996, 73–75.  
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in photographs and Impressionism. Similarly, Florensky praises the sculptures of 

Auguste Rodin465 as they embody a movement of living ideas. In addition, Florensky 

expresses respect towards Raphael466 whenever he painted according to his mystical 

contemplation and vision. Florensky notices that perceptiveness depends on the three-

dimensionality of space as a form of perception. A four-dimensional vision of an object 

marks the overcoming of time. According to Florensky, this is possible in dreams and 

visions. Nonetheless, he disvalues the works of Picasso as an artificial transformation 

of the visual dimension. Florensky admits the genius of Picasso but calls him a 

poisoned soul, whose four-dimensional deconstructions of the objects of 

representations, like his Nature Morte (1921), were mechanical and rationalistic 

attempts to portray the transcendent. In addition, Florensky judged avant-gardists as 

lacking spiritual coherence, conjuring tricks, and fooling around with magic.467  

    Bahr believes that all arts achieve freedom, joy, and richness only connected to God 

Nevertheless, the dialogue reveals that Bahr accepts art and aesthetics' autonomous and 

secular character. Bahr writes from modernism that he dates to the end of the 19th 

century. According to Bahr, new art has abandoned realism, naturalism, and 

impressionism. It has shifted the task of depicting reality to produce reality. 

Furthermore, modern art has turned from exterior and surface to depth of soul and 

phenomena.468 Thus, modern art is not an imitation of nature, but a revealing of reality, 

where the depicted reality and its form is one. Moreover, new art focuses on creativity 

and the dynamic turmoil of nature, not ready and motionless forms. This signifies that 

an image is an independent organism, not a copy from reality, narration, or allegory. 

Hence, image is not a word nor dependent on the word. Following Tillich, Bahr 

understands and values this existential, Symbolist, and Expressionist art of van Gogh, 

Cézanne, Matisse, and Paul Klee.469 Bahr notices that fever for freedom is not artistic 

 
465 A French sculptor from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries known for his ability to express feelings and states 
of mind in his works. Curiously, Rodin demonstrated similar anxiety and horror to Edward Munch. Florensky does 
not mention this. Honour & Fleming 1997, 709–710.  
466 High Renaissance Italian painter Raphael is known for his light and harmonious paintings expressing neo-
Platonic oneness and ideas. Raphael’s models have been popular in the East. Honour & Fleming 1997, 474–475, 
478–480.   
467 Florensky 2020, 33–37, 39–41, 45-51; Florensky 2002, 58–62, 181–182; Florensky 1996, 76–78. 
468 Bahr clarifies that depth-dimension should not indicate permission to depict uncovered reality so that curiosity 
replaces love. Bahr refers to authors Norman Mailer and André Gide. Bahr 1970, 107. 
469 A twentieth-century Swiss painter known for his abstract paintings depicting primitive forms and symbols. 
Honour & Fleming 1997, 800.  
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arbitrariness but a reaction to expansible mechanistic eros. For Bahr, modern art dares 

to experiment and protest against tyrannies.470   

    Above all else, new art celebrates the freedom to play. For Bahr, play is not a 

frivolous or irresponsible action. Play and the real pierce each other. Thus, seriousness, 

regularity, and play merge. In addition, unlike work, play is purposeless. Apparently, 

Bahr denotes that play has no instrumental value. Play is a fulfilment of the law. Play 

is especially the world of a child and artists because of their skill to create and imagine. 

Here Bahr deliberately follows Friedrich Schiller471 and Nietzsche,472 who united play 

and aesthetics. Moreover, he sees Christianity as a wendy house of play and joy. He 

quotes Bonhoeffer, who yearned for the aesthetic and playful Middle Ages. Like Barth, 

Bahr praises Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart473 as an embodiment of play music. However, 

Bahr clarifies that play and art are not the same. Instead, play is one aspect of art.474  

 

 

 
470 Bahr 1970, 9–11, 15–22, 97–98. Bahr claims that realism corresponds with political and ideological dictatorship. 
Bahr 1970, 106. Seppä reminds that nineteenth-century realism coincided with moral objective to reveal unjust 
society and reality. She notices that the theory of imitation has been prevailing, but not the only aesthetical principle 
in Western art history. Seppä sees that the theory of imitation ignores both cultural context and observer of the 
image. Seppä 2012, 28, 51, 59.        
471 A German poet and philosopher of German Idealism from the eighteenth and nineteenth century known for his 
emphasis on play.   
472 Bahr names Nietzsche’s aesthetics as overflowing animality and will power to illusion and fallacy. Bahr rejects 
this immorality. Bahr 1970, 124–126. 
473 A Swiss prolific and influential composer from the eighteenth century.   
474 Bahr 1970, 81–92.  
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Image 24. Catalan Landscape (The Hunter), painted by Joan Miró in 1924, Museum of Modern Art in 

New York. Published by Joanmiropaintings.org. Miró was a Spanish painter who experimented with 

Fauvism, Cubism, Dadaism, and Surrealism. His works arise from his subconsciousness through psychic 

automatism. Catalan Landscape (The Hunter) expresses childlike spontaneity of lines and rhythmic 

composition. The hunter on the left has a pipe, a smoking gun, and prey. The letters “sard” on the bottom 

right are enigmatic. All small details bathe in yellow and ochre, perhaps reminding us of the warmth of 

the Catalonian sun. Bahr does not mention The Hunter but celebrates Miró’s art for its astonishing artistic 

creativity, play, and laughter. For Bahr, play is an activity of Sophia and nonfigurative art, an expression 

of losing the central composition, realism, optical perspective, and analogie entis. I note that these kinds 

of art pieces and their meaning is foreign to Florensky, Ouspensky, and Meyendorff. Photographer 

unknown.475  

 

Bahr's acceptance of modern art is not unreasoning. He writes that artistic freedom can 

sink into worship of independent subjectiveness. Bahr mentions the art of Wassily 

Kandinsky as an example of art, which has lost its contact with realistic and historical 

forms depicting only states of the soul. Pride and cynicism can distort modern artists’ 

eyes to see only a melange. Failure to encounter reality blurs the creative process to 

half-mechanized automatism. Another hazard is escapism from the personal, historical, 

and intellectual world. The artistic refugee is a mythical, innocent, and archaic world 

within the depths of the soul or a distant paradise. Hence, Bahr does not accept 

primitive art nor any artificial escape from God’s law or human sinfulness. The 

Christian relationship with art is dialectical, a middle path between blind acceptance 

and puritan rejection.476   

    Bahr denies the possibility and concept of Christian art. Christian subjects are not a 

guarantor of Christian art, nor any Christian style. Here he follows Tillich, who urged 

that theology has no language, except the language of current culture. For Bahr, art’s 

autonomy signifies an original form, opening a reality. This form awakens, moves, 

touches, and affects the viewer existentially. Therefore, art does not have a rational 

meaning or purpose. Yet, he rejects “art for art’s sake”. For Bahr, this is ungodly 

despair at the verge of emptiness and bottomlessness. Moreover, artists have a 

responsibility to protect life and defend the weak. Bahr names devotion and truthfulness 

as qualifications of art. Art reveals the secret depths of the world. Where Florensky 

 
475 Bahr 1970, 20, 28–29, 93; Martet 2019; Honour & Fleming 1997, 791.  
476 Bahr 1970, 15–27, 95, 107–108, 182–183.  
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praises Rodin, Bahr venerates Ernst Barlach.477 Furthermore, like van Gogh’s Chair 

(1888), artworks are compressed symbols and transfigurations of creation. Real art 

harnesses the person and emerges from the depths of existence. On the contrary, junk 

art is tasteless, sentimental, and untruthful. It bypasses the suffering and all the conflicts 

of the world. In religion, artistic tastelessness produces naturalistic illustrations of the 

Bible and powerless images of Christ.478  

    Bahr demonstrates that Christian dialogue with autonomous art is not unidirectional. 

Principally, both entities reside in the same world of experience. Modern art challenges 

Christians because it is a daring adventure to the unknown and laborious search for 

something real. The conscientiousness of poets’ questions dilutes sermons. 

Furthermore, artists are willing to walk beside suffering as Christians should. Likewise, 

artists are a thorn in the flesh and heavenly hounds that bit every hypocrite. By 

revealing reality, art awakens questions that only God can answer. The father’s arms 

and embrace the poor prodigal son in celebration. To summarize, modern art offers an 

existential call for the Christian Church to operate God’s law. If the Church abandons 

art, it substitutes metaphysics and even the Devil’s snare, thus becoming its own 

enemy.479   

    Jenson writes that art is an experiment in possible worlds. Apparently, this 

expression denotes Kantian reflection on the distinction between noumena and 

phenomena. At any rate, one of these worlds is a modern bourgeois world. Here art 

means objects that can be grasped by intelligence and inhabited by clients of bourgeois 

self-understanding. Moreover, the modern world is realistic and narratable, like the 

portraits of Diego Valesquez.480 According to Jenson, modernity was an Enlightenment 

project. What followed was Modernism and then Postmodernism outside the arts. 

Jenson associates the collapse of modern narration to Nietzsche, the young Picasso, 

and Manet’s Luncheon on the Grass. He also mentions a founder of Bauhaus,481 Walter 

Gropius. Like Ouspensky, Jenson mentions Sartre in a negative tint. Modernism 

 
477 A German Expressionist sculptor whose anti-war works were labelled “degenerate art” in Nazi Germany. 
Curiously, Bahr values Barlach because of his mysticism and secret oneness of creature and Creator. However, 
Barlach’s mysticism signified human smallness as a beggar, servant, and seeker. Bahr valued Barlach for his 
theology of the cross, but noted that Barlach hardly knows Christ. Thus, he is another negative expression of 
Christian art. Bahr 1970, 134–140.   
478 Bahr 1970, 19–22, 97–108, 117–118, 128–130, 149, 154–157, 180–183. 
479 Bahr 1970, 161–167, 205–206, 208–209. 
480 A seventeenth-century Spanish court painter known for highlighted realism similar to Caravaggio. Honour & 
Fleming 1997, 583.  
481 Honour & Fleming 1997, 799–800. 
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deconstructed the bourgeois world in painting and sculpture by avoiding reality and 

narratable forms and turning to the subject and artist. This blew classical painting up 

into fragments. Jenson mentions Cézanne’s Bathers (1906) as an example of 

Modernism. He explains that regardless of the deconstructing act, these pieces of art 

still construct a world of their own like René Magritte's surrealism.482 In Bathers, this 

world is sensual flesh arranged by superimposed geometry on the canvas plane. 

Jenson’s other example of construed worlds is Mondrian and the invention of abstract 

art. Jenson reminds us that Mondrian was a theosophist who depicted underlying and 

pure geometrical archetypes in his paintings. Hence, a painting aimed to induct the 

viewer into this secret world and save his soul.483  

    Jenson enquires whether there is a standard world behind invented ones. His answer 

is positive: Christians know God and creation. The real world is the standard and judge 

of artist experiments. Jenson agrees with the Postmodernists that people cannot reach 

this world directly. According to Jenson, art as the production of work proves this. Art 

is a construction and a work, not just a decree.484 Jenson mentions artist Marcel 

Duchamp and his porcelain urinal readymade The Fountain (1917) as examples of lost 

faith in the standard world. Duchamp's urinal is junk art, which denotes the construction 

of a void and metaphysical nihilism. Furthermore, much postmodernist art is either 

lamentation about or sheer proclamation of hopelessness. Jenson’s words in 2004 

indicate the increased distance to the act of deconstruction in modern art. As noted 

earlier in 1963, he urged broken and destroyed liturgical images. For Jenson, the Father 

is an artist, and the Son is the Father’s experiment in a possible world. This Experiment, 

the Logos, determines the standard world. For Jenson, faith implies abandoning oneself 

to the Artist’s freedom, to the great Painter’s brush. In addition, the Christian Church 

should habituate God’s promise of the future Kingdom and cosmic narration. Jenson 

writes that Christian artists have a surplus of freedom to utilize in their art. For Jenson, 

Protestantism has disvalued the visual aspect of Christianity for overly long. Hence, he 

mentions the direct gaze of Eastern icons as examples of true beauty and liberated art.485    

 
482 A twentieth-century Belgian painter known for provoking painting infused with the banality of posters and 
advertisements. Honour & Fleming 1997, 789.   
483Jenson 2019, 343–345; Jenson 2014, 189–191; Jenson 2010b.   
484 Elsewhere Jenson explains that works of art are products of labour but their beauty is not. Thus, beauty is “extra 
gift” and realized eschatology. Jenson 2012a, 7.  
485 Jenson 2014, 179, 191–197; Jenson 2012a, 7; Jenson 2010b; Jenson 1997, 121. 
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    In conclusion, I tie some of the threads together and enquire whether the arguments 

I presented are strong. Ouspensky’s severity towards Renaissance and Western art 

excludes every Western altar painting from the accepted canon. He condemns all 

Western art immediately. Is this not arbitrary? Are there not at least degrees in 

degeneration? The Seventh Ecumenical Council does not address this issue. Thus, one 

can enquire what the tradition’s weight for icon revivalists is. Nonetheless, strictness 

is not itself a reason to reject a position. Ouspensky is consistent. Moreover, Lutherans 

can accept his argument against Renaissance semi-erotic and fleshy naturalism. 

However, this is not his chief counterargument. Not all Renaissance paintings are 

improper or irreligious. Thus, they also express belief in Christ, salvation, and heaven. 

Obviously, Ouspensky’s target is rather Westernized Eastern Orthodox icon imagery. 

There are Florovsky’s thoughts on the pseudomorphosis behind Ouspensky’s largely 

icon revivalist comprehension of East and West. I question the consistency of this 

narration. For example, Kotiranta proposes that Florovsky’s idea of immutable 

Byzantine Christianity and Western corruption is a romanticized simplification.486    

 

 

 
486 Kotiranta 2003, 33–36. Also Kotkavaara criticizes Ouspensky for condemning icons that have been consecrated 
and venerated for centuries – and maybe even performed miracles – only because they are against his celestial image 
theology that approves only Orthodox Byzantine style constituted in neo-Platonic Christian philosophy. Moreover, 
he questions Florovsky’s and Ouspensky’s theory that Russia fell in secularization and the Orthodox Church has 
lost its independence to the Russian state during the revolution in 1917. Kotkavaara refers to art historian Heikki 
Hanka, who has noticed that Russian artists produced religious works in a Western manner from the eighteenth 
century onwards. Furthermore, Western images like imitations of Raphael were hugely popular in Russia. Thus, 
Kotkavaara states not the opposition of traditional cult of icons and Western art but their calm co-existence in 
modern Russia. Kotkavaara 1999, 2-3, 74–77, 103,105, 122–123. Similarly, Ouspensky’s art history is conservative 
and simplifying. For example, it ignores The Wanderers, a Russian art school that departed from academic 
restrictions with their social and critical realism. Petrova 2002, 22. Ouspensky wrote that time is not a criterion of 
truth. Ouspensky 1978, 16.  
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Image 25. The Creation of Adam, painted by Michelangelo c. 1512, part of the Sistine Chapel ceiling in 

the Vatican City. Michelangelo’s work is an expression of the imagination rather than the convention of 

artistic tradition. Anthropomorphic God reaches to gift a spark of life to Adam and humanity. However, 

athletic Adam is already awoken. He appears equal to God. For Michelangelo, a male body represented 

a culmination of physical beauty. Moreover, sensory beauty embodies the ideal beauty of the eternal 

soul. Thus, Michelangelo’s art attempted to bridge eternity and mundane, temporal reality. I assume that 

all six theologians of this study consider that he failed on this mission. Apparently, also old Michelangelo 

himself regarded his art as a failure. Michelangelo followed Marsilio Ficino, a Neo-Platonist humanist, 

who taught that imagination and creative power could elevate humans from the sensory world to the 

intellectual sphere. However, earthly beauty can reflect spiritual beauty, but also drag the soul to 

materiality. Moreover, earthly beauty arouses longing and melancholy because the soul remembers its 

lost home in front of it. Perhaps a short but substantive gap between Adam’s and God’s fingers denotes 

this anxiety. Thus, Michelangelo’s art represents the greatness and power of a human – and a tragedy to 

remain in the shadows of perfection. Similarly, Florensky writes that to be autonomous is to annihilate 

the direct touching of Divine energy. Photographer Alonso de Mendoza. Published by Wikipedia.487       

 

Is Florensky’s notion about the spirit of Renaissance and Western philosophy a 

caricature? His opposition of scientific-mechanical experience with human-

contemplative is sharp. Florensky calls the spirit of the Renaissance predatory. 

Creativity belongs to other experiences. This strange observation is based on 

Platonism: Images of Renaissance artists are only imitations from sensory reality. 

However, Florensky writes that two polarities occur together and are mixed. In 

addition, he acknowledges traces of light in the Renaissance and the West. This adds 

to the credibility of his arguments. Unfortunately, his positive valuations are sparse. 

Strangely, Florensky does not see good idealism in renaissance figures but only in 

violation of perspective. Florensky’s opposition of immobile and death art and art that 

moves and lives appear confusing because liveliness is an essential criterion of 

imitative art. Michelangelo’s David (1501–1503) appear similarly living as Rodin’s 

works. Furthermore, are icons ultimately so different and wondrous from other images 

that they alone possess life?488 

    A French art historian Émile Male shares Florensky’s view of the prideful 

Renaissance that destroyed the humble and Christian spirit of the Middle Ages. He and 

 
487 Florensky 2014, 114; Doel 2010, 108–115; Honour & Fleming 1997, 480–486. Bahr quotes Michelangelo who 
laments that art has been an idol to him. Comparably, Florensky does not mention Michelangelo but writes on 
spiritual delusion, pride, and idol-worshipping from which one can only be rescued through a divine miracle. Bahr 
1970, 189; Florensky 2014, 114–115.  
488 Florensky 2002, 218–219, 263, 269. 
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Bocola write that strong, undraped, and beautiful man-god was an ideal of a 

Renaissance. Nevertheless, the forms and subjects were the same as before. Hence, the 

naturalism of the Renaissance artist was also metaphysical, spiritual, intellectual, and 

idealistic. Apparently, the idealism of the Renaissance was a composite or co-existence 

of Aristotle’s idealism based on imitation of natural forms and Platonic imitation of 

heavenly forms remembered by the soul. According to Mále, it was more Reformation 

that closed the Medieval tradition of legends, dreams, and mystery plays. Roman 

Catholic Church continued to favor images and paintings but with sharp surveillance 

encouraged by the Council of Trent. According to Honour and Fleming, Michelangelo 

was condemned for depicting obscenity, nakedness, and paganism in 1549, and his 

Christian humanism was stigmatized as a heresy of Protestantism. Symbols and 

symbolism of art of Middle Ages withered. Nevertheless, Florensky joins the age of 

Descartes and Kant, the age of reason, criticism, and propriety, together with the 

Renaissance. He is not alone in his criticism of Western rationalism.489  

    Florensky rightly describes the Renaissance’s perspective as an illusion of three-

dimensionality invented or re-discovered by Giotto and Florentine humanists. 

Moreover, perspective demonstrates a window to a single moment from a single 

viewpoint to the viewer standing outside of the scene, unlike in paintings of the Middle 

Ages where reality was absorbed within an image. The vanishing and centric point of 

Renaissance painting was a metaphor of superior existence understood through 

geometric harmony. Panofsky offered similar thought on Renaissance perspective to 

Florensky, although locating himself on the side of humanism and Kantianism. Also, 

Panofsky writes that a linear perspective is only one possible medium to depict space. 

For Panofsky, perspective was a symbolic form reflecting the mind’s construction of 

unreachable reality, das Ding an sich. Panofsky liberates Florensky’s painted apples in 

favour of modern art to describe them not as replicas, but substitutes. Nevertheless, it 

could be argued that linear perspective as a symbol of eternality is a neo-Platonic and 

philosophic thought that forgets Christian revelation.490   

 
489 Bocola 1999, 36; Honour & Fleming 1997, 487; Mále 1958, vii–viii; Ruckstuhl 1917, 252–256. The Council of 
Trent leaned on invocation of saints and decisions of the Seventh Ecumenical Council and urged to avoid 
lasciviousness. Hanover historical texts project 1995.   
490 Roark 2010, 181–192; Panofsky 1991, 47–66. According to Roark, Panofsky’s thoughts are based on German 
idealistic philosopher Ernst Cassirer. Cassier understood symbolic forms in Hegelian fashion as support for human 
intelligence to realize itself. Dialectic development of symbolization has had tripartite phases through history: First 
was the thesis, Antiquity’s notion of mimetic symbol based on Greek geometry. This literal symbolism was replaced 
by its antithesis, the analogical symbolism of the Middle Ages. The third phase was a synthesis of those two, a 
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    Renaissance and linear perspective concern not only the Roman Catholic Church, 

Western Christianity, and the past. Florensky and Ouspensky offer modern answers 

and insight within the Eastern tradition. Linear perspective is one salient yet, generally 

unnoticed feature that Lutheran Church inherited from the Renaissance and humanism. 

However, Jenson writes that perspectival lines in high renaissance paintings are a 

model for the focus of Kantian transcendental consciousness, because they focus not 

on the plane of the painting where the painting’s world is, but out into the viewer’s 

space before the canvas. Thus, Jenson appears to agree with Florensky: Perspective is 

suitable for temporality, materiality, and subjective mastery. Jenson and Bahr do not 

use perspective to construct their image theologies. Apparently, perspective is more a 

principle of the natural theology and idealism of Plato and Aristotle. Lönnebo, Bahr, 

and Jenson do not find their home in this Western pictorial tradition. Bahr observes that 

the art of painting has moved from the sphere space to the sphere of time.491  

    Bahr’s rejection of central composition is somewhat the same as his view on 

vanishing point and linear perspective. As noted, Bahr abandons this principle as it 

stands on the ground of analogie entis -metaphysics. His criticism towards Roman 

Catholic theology sounds the same as Florensky's. Their emphasis on personal 

theology, resentment of the mechanistic world, and liveliness of art correspond. 

Furthermore, Bahr notices similar, Aristotelian, and regrettable accents of form at the 

expense of substance in Renaissance art. Bahr is a representative of Florensky’s 

comprehension of the Renaissance spirit. For Bahr, the golden background of the 

Middle Ages is not a solution to the problem but an expression of it. Jenson’s positive 

image theology is practically based on icons, but he likewise resists gold.492 

    Ouspensky and Jenson do not deny that modern art breaks with Renaissance 

tradition, but still see it as part of the same ethos in its individuality or its attempt to 

 
symbolic form of Renaissance of which linear perspective is an example. Roark continues: “Here we see the 
Hegelian dialectic conclude: the original act of signification— the mimetic ‘thesis’—established a unity between 
the sign or symbol and substantial entities. This unity is broken up into is analogical ‘antithesis’ where the sign or 
symbol is now allowed to obtain a broader, referential, and ideational content, carrying meaning beyond sensation. 
The truly symbolic symbol is the ‘synthesis’ of these two prior forms of signification. It re-establishes the earlier 
indissoluble unity found with the mimetic symbol, except that the sign or symbol is united not with things 
(substances), but with ideas (relations/functions) which establish a universal referential signification. The symbolic 
symbol is a union between a form of communication and the purely ideal relations it embodies. The symbol’s 
relations are wholly intrinsic or internal to itself rather than being anchored or tied to the physical world. It exhibits 
a pure formality of structure that permits it to signify universality, which can be defined as the essence of rationality.” 
Roark 2010, 181–192.  
491 Jenson 2003, 23; Bahr 1970, 18. According to Seppä, Renaissance’s perspective coincides with Cartesian 
worldview and scientific ideology, where human is a rational observer that seizes the world. Moreover, this 
perspective emphasizes unidirectional relation to objects of perception. Seppä 2012, 45.    
492 Bahr 1970, 27–31, 60, 92, 109.   
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construct a world. Thus, they are more cynical towards it than Bahr. Bahr felt that 

existentialism and modern art are right to criticize the horrors of war and death of the 

grand narrative, the metaphysics of Roman Catholic Church and the glorious human of 

the Renaissance. Jenson’s advantage is a broader historical viewpoint. He witnessed 

the emergence of Postmodernism as a bitter fruit of existentialism and gives a 

theological and Christian response. Bahr’s Poiesis is full of rejection and criticism. In 

retrospect, his positive image theology remains obscure, but his utilization play as a 

concept appears an important criterion and dimension. Florensky does not attach 

Modernism to abstract art but to lack of perspective and reverse perspective. Bahr’s 

dialogue and comprehension of modern art express Christian love not just to condemn 

the world, nor fear it, but to comprehend that it is an empty vessel requiring grace, even 

in its revolt and blasphemy.493       

    The question of art culminates to three factors. Firstly, the Renaissance and its 

legacy. Secondly, modern art, especially its deconstruction of form and non-

figurativeness. Thirdly, the relation between Christianity and aesthetical theories. 

Lutheran–Orthodox concord on these three factors appears rather strong. The 

Renaissance is a questionable foundation for Christian iconography, Christian 

revelation and theology are a measure and a precept to evaluate paintings, not aesthetics 

or philosophy.  

    Icon revivalism renounces modern art, especially church art. However, Ouspensky, 

Meyendorff, and Florensky do not condemn it as modern iconoclasm. Their answer to 

its challenge is precisely the incarnation of Christ and positive cosmology and 

anthropology in general. Lönnebo associates Christianity with the human form, which 

is possible to depict. He writes that it is vital to affirm human corporeality. Similarly, 

Martikainen and Sarantola accept figurative Christian art because of the incarnation 

and Christianity’s visual, bodily, and material character. According to Martikainen, 

denial of an image usually denotes reluctance to engage with the painting’s subject, to 

listen to and receive its message. Bahr’s twofold attitude towards modern art hampers 

outright judgments. Horst Schwebel defends autonomous and abstract art, for example 

Barnett Newman’s494 Station of the Cross (1958-1966). For Schwebel, art is either an 

autonomous and silent mystery or only a servant and a transmitter of the actual 

 
493 Florensky 2002, 202, 219; Bahr 1970, 155, 187.  
494 An American abstract expression painter of the twentieth century. Newman is known for his plain paintings with 
straight lines. Honour & Fleming 1997, 808, 811, 813–814. 
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message. Iconoclasm is advisable if the image is false or an obstacle to encountering 

holiness. However, does the Lutheran Church only have straight lines after modern 

iconoclasm? Perhaps theological division between general and particular revelation 

could offer moderate guidelines between the iconoclasm of icon revivalism and the 

iconoclasm of modern art. Is it not emptiness and silence where humans' pursuit for 

God ends?495      

    Not even sacred paintings fall from the sky. Creators of art and holy objects denote 

a substantive question, which I address next.  

 

3.2.3. Genius or Copier? – The Role of the Artist  
“Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for human masters.”496 

 

In this subchapter, I enquire into the artist’s role in the context of the image. The central 

questions are the artist’s faith and the relationship of artistic freedom with church norms 

and tradition. According to Barber, iconoclasts produced negative images of the artist. 

Iconophiles placed artists and artificers on a modest stand and limited their place as 

church servants and in Holy Tradition, but as recognized they had divine inspiration.497 

    Bahr generates a clear distinction between Christian revelation and secular art. This 

is Bahr’s objection against culture Protestantism and modern Roman Catholic 

aesthetics, which trace a natural route from artistic activity to supernatural grace. 

Moreover, Bahr argues that Thomism’s theory of artistic creativity maintains that artists 

and God are analogously the same creators who create forms from their ideas. This is 

also Meyendorff’s position inherited from Theodore the Studite: Iconography has a 

quasi-sacramental role because an artist creates an image that bears a resemblance to 

God, who created human beings in the divine image. For Bahr, this position rests on 

the idea that humans are free from sin by their intelligent and spiritual nature. 

 
495 Lönnebo 1984, 6; Martikainen 2016; Schwebel 2008a, 181–188; Sarantola 1997, 135–136. Newman's Stations 
and other abstract paintings with Christian names questions my division. Kuorikoski explains that abstract art forms 
its world without Schwebel's remnants of a three-dimensional world. Abstract art is beyond words and thus 
impossible to be named or interpreted verbally. Moreover, abstract art does not transmit personal artistic ideas or 
experiences. Kuorikoski notices the dead end of Schwebel's arguments: More accent on the autonomy of art denotes 
fewer reasons to utilize it, for example, in church space. Regardless, Schwebel states that abstract art is an "optic 
paradise". Thus, contemplating abstract art denotes the experience of new, purified existence. At least, abstract art 
is anticipation or a sign of paradise. Kuorikoski values Schwebels thought, but sees it as contradictory and recalls 
that modern aesthetics sees pure sight without any interest or knowledge as mere fiction. Kuorikoski 1997, 119–
123. 
496 Colossians 3:23.  
497 Barber 2002, 111–115. 
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Therefore, humans have natural tendencies that make them ready for salvation, of 

which artistic innocence is one. Thus, Bahr demonstrates how anthropology defines the 

question of artistry. Furthermore, he asserts a reason for worshipping artistic genius in 

the Renaissance, the idealism of Hegel and Schelling, and Nietzsche’s master morality. 

The autonomy and divinity of art rise as the Christian substance of faith fall. 

Nevertheless, a divinized artist drops quickly into despair. Bahr associates coronation 

of the artistic genius with art for art’s sake and political terror. According to him, 

modern aestheticism and its spiritual vacuum prepared the way for Nazism.498  

    Bahr attacks Roman Catholic theology, which states that art can be naturally 

Christian, even if the artist is deficient in the Christian faith. This idea culminates in 

the theories of twentieth-century art historian Peter Metz, who regarded modern art as 

churchly and Christian. For Metz, even hostile images or images of a raging Satan are 

Christian. This is because of analogie entis and the fact that the Church inhabits the 

entire universe. Bahr refers to twentieth-century Catholic and Dominican Pie Régamey, 

who argued that non-Christian artists can paint church art. According to Bahr, the focus 

should not be on the objective meaning of the artwork but on artistic subjectivity, 

existential crisis, and faith. Here Bahr's position separates from Tillich’s. Picasso’s 

Guernica is not a Protestant artwork for Bahr. Nevertheless, Guernica is an existential 

witness of the human state.499    

    Christian tradition plays hardly any role in Bahr’s theology of art. Conversely, Bahr 

emphasizes the freedom and creativity of Christian and non-Christian artists. Tradition 

is not nurtured by repeating it but by leaving it behind and venturing into something 

new. Bahr locates freedom in the artist’s faith and commitment to the artist’s love. This 

echoes Luther’s view of Christian freedom. Bahr acknowledges Christian subjects yet 

still denies Christian art. In other words, Bahr denies that there is a Christian style and 

method: The Christian Church has always adopted certain styles and forms and 

attached materials from secular culture to itself. He underlines the diversity of ways to 

express the Christian truth. Thus, Bahr sees that Christian art, like the Church itself, 

should be updated in dialogue with the surrounding culture. Moreover, Bahr dreads 

proclaiming art that offers a religious alibi for mediocre artists. Bahr demands 

existential passion and faith in God as fuel to artistic creativity. The compassionate 

 
498 Meyendorff 1975, 171; Bahr 1970, 34–36, 53–59, 66–69, 112, 117, 120–121, 126–131. 
499 Bahr 1970, 44–45, 69–74, 183–183. 



212 
 
 

artist is a clown who accepts the crowd’s laughter, ignorance, and blame. Bahr's ideal 

artist is a humble man who flees from applause to hide behind Christ. For him, church 

art is the most demanding art because it truly serves the world.500  

    Jenson laments that new artists have regarded beauty as irrelevant to art or 

abandoned it altogether. Jenson’s example of this degradation is artist Damian Hirst’s 

shark pickled in formaldehyde, named The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind 

of Someone Living (1992). Jenson enquires into the reasons for beauty’s bankruptcy 

and concludes that it is an offence against the triune God. Thus, Jenson appears to 

encourage artists to depict beauty. Unfortunately, Jenson does not visualize any images 

that would express his thoughts. Furthermore, Jenson elaborates a practical distinction 

between theologians and artists: Artists’ task is to paint, theologians’ task is to find 

justification and criteria for liturgical images. This assignment appears as pragmatic 

wisdom, but does not abolish the possibility of disagreement between artistic vision 

and theological comprehension.501  

    Similarly to Bahr, Ouspensky criticizes the modern Catholic Church for supporting 

non-Christian artists. Ouspensky is strict that the painter should have a spiritual and 

ascetic attitude towards objects of faith besides inner prayer in an active heart. 

Moreover, Ouspensky maintains that the Eastern Orthodox Church has never accepted 

painting of icons according to the imagination or from a living model, which would 

signify a conscious and total break from the prototype. Painters of imagination, even if 

with great talent, paint only sins of their passions. Ouspensky maintains that artistic 

freedom implies spiritual freedom from passions, not freedom for personal expressions 

of “I”. For Ouspensky, taste is an insufficient criterion to value art because it is 

changeable. He does not deny taste but urges us to transcend and sacrifice individual 

desires and habits on the altar of the communal Church of Christ. Thus, Western 

Christian art is secular because only its subject is religious. Contrarywise, the first 

Christian artists cleansed their work of everything personal and remained anonymous. 

The ancient iconographer painted from memory. Later painters relied on church 

manuals. Furthermore, the canon is not a yoke to artistic freedom. Ouspensky proposes 

room for new forms, artistic originality, and inspiration within the tradition. 

Faithfulness to Holy Tradition denotes not repetition but readiness to bear witness to 

 
500 Bahr 1970, 180–185, 207–216. 
501 Jenson 2004, 172, 207–215.  
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the gospel within each time and culture.502   

    Florensky appeals to the Seventh Ecumenical Council and demands that the source 

of the artist’s work should not be personal intention but Holy Tradition. This is even a 

question of salvation: Whoever does not follow the tradition is damned. Like 

Ouspensky, Florensky asserts that the canons are not a cage, but set us free to fly.  

Therefore, new icons are greeted with joy. Moreover, the judge’s imagination is the 

only source and ability to produce images. Florensky’s idealism explains this 

distinction. Dreams and visions are acceptable sources but, it may be difficult to define 

whether artwork is based on dream, vision, or imagination. Irrespectively, images of 

imagination are false testimony and a lie about the subject depicted. In other words, 

there must be an authentic vision or a copy from it before executing a painting. Hence, 

Florensky’s visions are equivalent to Ouspensky’s preservation of Christ’s features in 

Holy Tradition. Moreover, Florensky reminds us that an icon is not the icon until the 

Church recognizes it. Furthermore, Florensky asserts that only holy persons can or 

should paint. Thus, painters are people of piety and prayer higher than the rest of the 

laity. Florensky stresses an unbroken tradition of masters and pupils from the time of 

the evangelist Luke.503  

    Lönnebo reminds us that icons are non-subjectivist because they do not depict the 

artist’s personhood or private experiences, but the Church's proclamation. 

Nevertheless, Lönnebo admits that every icon has a subjective and personal touch. He 

compares icons to birches to explain the balance of objective and subjective. Icons may 

look the same as birch trees, but they are all unique. Lönnebo emphasizes painters’ 

spirituality and prayer. Painting signifies a divine service and sanctification. The 

external image emerges from the search for the painter’s inward image as an image of 

God. Lönnebo’s few thoughts on imagination are positive. However, he does not appear 

to see a task for it in icon painting.504 

    I discuss these thoughts in relation to a painting:   

 

 
502 Ouspensky 1992, 473–474; Ouspensky 1978, 10–17, 187–193, 197–198; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 27, 42–43.  
503 Florensky 2017, 121; Florensky 1996, 78–79, 82, 88–91.  
504 Lönnebo 1997, 10–16; Lönnebo 1984, 6.  
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Image 26. Supper at Emmaus, painted by Caravaggio in 1601, National Gallery, London. The Roman 

Catholic Church supported Caravaggio’s naturalistic religious imagery after the Council of Trent in the 

sixteenth century. The painting depicts the dramatic moment when two disciples recognize a mysterious 

traveler in the house of Emmaus. Young and beardless Jesus blesses the table with foods pregnant with 

symbolism. Caravaggio utilizes a strong contrast of light and darkness. He appears to challenge the 

convention of linear perspective. His characters are drawn near to the viewer’s space. The disciple's hand 

is almost touching the canvas while the other man has torn his elbow as if penetrating through an image. 

The basket of fruit is about to drop as if to scroll at the feet of the beholder. Thus, the painting offers a 

visual invitation to participate in the supper of Emmaus like Luke offered a literal one. Apparently, 

Caravaggio knew a Spanish priest and a founder of Jesuit order Ignatius of Loyola and his mysticism of 

the five senses. Caravaggio encourages viewers to engage in biblical events through contemplation and 

imagination. Photographer National Gallery, London.505 

 

Is Caravaggio’s work a Christian painting? Ouspensky and Florensky would answer 

no, apparently also Bahr and Meyendorff. Jenson and Lönnebo do not offer an answer. 

For Ouspensky, Florensky, and Bahr, a Christian subject is insufficient for art to be 

Christian, because the artist has to have faith and a Christian lifestyle. As a criterion, 

an artist’s faith is problematic, as it validates the painting from outside of it. Hence, a 

 
505 Honour & Fleming 1997, 562–564, 567; Supper at Emmaus by Caravaggio, Encyclopedia of Art Education.  
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viewer’s opinion does not matter. Caravaggio was a hothead fighter. Perhaps he was 

not saint enough to paint Christian paintings. Moreover, for these theologians, 

Caravaggio belonged to the wrong church. Nonetheless, perhaps Régamey’s position 

is not so easily disregarded. It is possible to “baptize” paintings of non-Christian artists 

to Christianity. To me, Simberg appears aesthetically more powerful and fascinating 

than ancient, over-copied icons or lukewarm altar paintings. Yet, an artist’s conviction 

is a relevant factor. Every painting is a confession. Thus, validity is in the painting, not 

only outside of it.  

    For Ouspensky and Florensky, the Supper at Emmaus fails because it is naturalistic 

and earthly. In addition, Bahr criticized Caravaggio for excessive realism. I deduce that 

single paintings can demonstrate how difficult it is to draw up general guidelines for 

Christian or admissible art. The painting’s scene is masterly and compelling. 

Furthermore, it welcomes the viewer to empathize with the event. Or is this painting 

excessively theatrical? Caravaggio painted another painting with the same subject, 

which is more sober and quiet. Caravaggio’s painting is more psychological and 

emotional than grave icons. Lönnebo’s ability to assimilate wisdom from various 

traditions and sources appears prudent but he does not utilize this principle in the 

theology of images.506   

    The figure of Jesus is a central question. Caravaggio’s Jesus is unconventional. 

Perhaps he desired to pay attention to Luke’s story where the disciples do not recognize 

resurrected Jesus. Nevertheless, Ouspensky and Florensky do not accept this Jesus as 

the product of imagination. They do not consider it possible to depict Jesus and saints 

by utilizing human models. For Florensky, the Supper at Emmaus is a lie. Caravaggio 

could not have painted the supper as it happened, even if he had been present. Hence, 

the Orthodox accept an image of Christ if he is painted rightly, according to tradition. 

Contrarywise, the Reformed Calvin rejected all images of Christ because he thought 

no one knew His appearance. Lutherans and Catholics utilize images of Christ despite 

this. Suddenly, Calvin’s iconoclasm appears to be the strongest standpoint – unless 

there is an authentic image of Christ in tradition or a likeness like the Shroud of Turin. 

The position of icon revivalism rests primarily on a questionable legend and 

philosophical pattern.507   

 
506 St Albert’s Catholic Chaplaincy, Edinburgh 2020. 
507 Supper at Emmaus by Caravaggio, Encyclopedia of Art Education; Vusich 2014. 
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    Are there arguments in favour of depicting Jesus according to custom or 

imagination? Does a pious purpose suffice? If so, what are the practical criteria and 

limits? For example, is it profound or blasphemous if an artist identifies himself with 

Jesus like Paul Gauguin in his work Christ in the Garden of Olive Trees (1889)?508 Is 

it a distortion, cultural appropriation, or perhaps admirable and creative piousness to 

depict Jesus in the artist’s own time and environment like in Albert Edelfelt’s509 

painting Christ and Mary Magdalene (1890)? Moreover, can Jesus be Chinese, like in 

the art of He Qi,510 or a woman like in the digital artworks of Ramon Martinez511? I 

must leave these questions open because my sources do not answer them. Perhaps 

Jenson’s distinction between substance and accident could serve as a criterion.      

    Both Lutheran and Orthodox theologians value creativity. The Supper at Emmaus is 

a creative work. Apparently, Florensky would have agreed since he utilized a 

creative/mechanical distinction based on the use or absence of linear perspective. 

Caravaggio’s subject is traditional in Christian art before the Renaissance. However, 

he treated it and Jesus with high originality and creativity. Similarly, Ouspensky would 

not have criticized Miró’s Hunter on the grounds of creativity. However, for icon 

revivalists, creativeness can distort to mere arbitrariness and they are not alone in 

demanding regularity. Lönnebo is undoubtedly correct that every birch looks different. 

Canons and rules of traditional icon art do not encourage painting pinewood. Do we 

not marvel at Rublev precisely for his innovative creativeness? Nevertheless, 

creativeness is not the only criterion for good or Christian art. Christians may admire 

artistic talent, but glory concentrates on God. Surely His creative Spirit breathes in 

every created soul.512 

    Furthermore, I consider Florensky’s distinction problematic. Both mystical and 

 
508 Schwebel informs us that Christ-identifications are expressions of modern art. The purpose of these paintings is 
bi-directional identification: The artist identifies with the sufferings of Christ; Christ identifies with the misery and 
pain of the world. Schwebel approves these paintings. The theologians I study do not examine the issue. Schwebel 
2008b, 231–234.  
509 Nineteenth and twentieth century Finnish realistic painter influenced by Karelianism, the Finnish national 
Romantic of Karelia and the national epics Kalevala and Kanteletar. In Edefelt’s painting, Jesus encounters Mary 
Magdalene in a Finnish forest with birchbark on his feet. Reitala 1997.  
510 Contemporary Chinese and Christian artist known for using strong colours, childlike joy, and combining various 
art styles from Chinese folk art to Western medieval and modern art.   
511 Contemporary photographer and video artist whose images of a naked female -Christ crucified express religious 
and erotic tension. With her images, Martinez questions the usual thought that God can only be a man.  
512 Florensky 2002, 218; Ouspensky 1992, 502. Brown criticizes immutability of traditional icon art as resistance to 
change and denial of artistic imagination. Brown asks, do traditional icons transmit timelessness or only a lost past. 
Moreover, he judges unbroken icon tradition as fiction. Brown lists oddities from Orthodox iconographies like a 
dog-headed St Christopher and three-handed Mary as examples of repeating patterns without further thought but 
“tradition for tradition’s sake”. Brown 2004, 44–50. 



217 
 
 

natural vision is based on imitation through vision. It is possible to paint an abstract 

painting without thoughts or a purpose. Moreover, artificial intelligence challenges the 

traditional belief in a creative process.         

    The context of an artwork and its place of production define its character, task, and 

interpretation. For example, icons are usually produced in monasteries. Therefore, 

icon-painting and following specific instructions are part of spirituality and prayer life. 

Caravaggio’s Supper at Emmaus is in an art museum. This appears to emphasize its 

aesthetical, cultural, and historical value and not its religious purpose. Another place 

for installation would be a church, where paintings are cult objects rather than art.    

    Without underestimating the role of the artist, the subject of a painting is also crucial. 

The subsequent subchapter explores a popular subject of Christian iconography, the 

Mother of God. Again we notice how the image belongs with dogmatics, tradition, and 

the devotional life of Christians.         

 

3.2.4. Kind Protector – Images of the Virgin Mary  
“My soul glorifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has been mindful of the 
humble state of his servant. From now on all generations will call me blessed, for the Mighty One has 
done great things for me.”513 
 

The cult of Mary commenced in the late fourth century and was organized in the fifth 

century simultaneously with the veneration of saints. At first, the Bible and Church 

Fathers were modest on Mary and devotion paid to her. Her role was mainly to verify 

orthodox Christology and the history of salvation. Mary received the honorific title 

Theotokos, Mother of God, at the Council of Ephesus in 431. The title predominately 

exalted Christ, not Mary. Subsequently, Mary acquired the status of a divinized and 

heavenly intercessor, who protected Christians from enemies. Mary had a significant 

role in defeating a siege of Constantinople by the Avars, Slavs, and Persians in 626. 

She was granted special veneration, hyperdulia, between adoration of God and 

veneration of the saints and angels. Maria was an All-Holy and powerful guarantor of 

imperial victory and legitimacy in Byzantium. Hence, she had a similar political role 

to pagan goddesses before her. Mary was also an empress for Eastern and Western 

 
513 Luke 1:47–49.  
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Christians, although this role was relinquished after the iconoclastic period.514 

    Parlby and Osborne date the first images of Mary to 230–240. At first, the Epiphany 

was a popular subject of Christian art. Here Christ and the sages were more central than 

Mary. Ouspensky also notices development from modest images of Mary to icons that 

show her as majestic. Parlby argues that the church Santa Maria Maggiore, built in 

Rome in 434, is the most important early example of the high status of Mary in 

Christian art. At this point, Mary was still modest character controlled by the Church. 

Nonetheless, icons of Mary emerged from the sixth century. According to Pentcheva, 

the Hodegetria icon, where the Theotokos holds the Child in her arms and points to 

him, originated from the sixth and seventh centuries but consolidated after the 

iconoclastic crisis. The defeat of iconoclasm escalated the cult of Mary through 

utilizing relics. Regardless, she was depicted sitting on a throne and holding the child 

Jesus in her lap from this time onwards. Mary was also a throne of wisdom, thus 

identified with Holy Sophia.515  

    Ouspensky, Meyendorff, and Florensky highly value Mary. Florensky does not spare 

his praises: The Mother of God is a living source of the world’s purity, the heart of the 

Church, strong Defence of the universe, Queen of heaven and earth, Deliverer of those 

who suffer and Bearer of the cosmic Sophia. Ouspensky and Meyendorff explain that 

Mary has a unique relationship with her Son and role in the economy of salvation. She 

has cosmic significance because she renewed the entire world in her womb. 

Furthermore, the Mother of God bears total sanctity and deification in the eternal 

Kingdom, where she reigns at her Son’s side. Meyendorff notes that this was Palamas' 

view also and that the Mother of God is patron of Russia. According to Ouspensky, the 

Mother of God Enthroned is a general subject for icons. In these icons, the majestic 

Mother of God is sitting on a heavenly throne with the Christ-child or pre-existent 

Logos in her lap. Archangels Michael and Gabriel make obeisance to the throne.516  

    Ouspensky and Lossky discuss several icons of Mary, which expresses her high 

status in the church calendar and Orthodox art. One of these icons is Loving-kindness. 

This type was rare in Byzantium but became increasingly popular in late medieval 

 
514 Price 2007, 58–70; Beattie 2007, 75–103; Shoemaker 2007, 130–142; Pentcheva 2006, 11, 14, 21, 26, 37–52, 
61-103; Belting 1994, 35.   
515 Ouspensky 1978, 77–78; Parlby 2007, 106–127; Price 2007, 71–72; Boss 2007, 161 Pentcheva 2006, 52–53, 
109–111. For Hodegetria-icons see Pentcheva 2006, 109–143.  
516 Meyendorff 1992, 39; Florensky 1997, 256–258; Meyendorff 1964, 232–234; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 76–
77, 80, 89–90; Strezova 2014, 71. 
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Russia. These images are filled with the natural human feeling of motherly love and 

tenderness. Hence, the emphasis is on the human aspect of incarnation and divine 

motherhood. However, all Mary’s feelings are transfigured. Mary grieves for the future 

passions of her Son. Furthermore, her compassion transforms into motherly 

compassion for all creatures for whom her Child sacrifices Himself. Therefore, Mary 

expresses all-embracing love and grief for the entire creation. Moreover, the Mother of 

God is ontologically one with all created beings. Thus, icons of Loving-kindness reveal 

much more than subjective feelings of Mary.517 

 

 
Image 27. The Vladimir Mother of God, Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow. According to Ouspensky, the 

Vladimir Mother of God bears the authority and character of the Apostle Luke even though it originated 

in the eleventh or twelfth century. This icon has protected the Russian people against the Timurid Empire, 

Tatars, and Napoleon’s forces throughout the centuries. It is one version of Loving-kindness. It depicts 

 
517 Ouspensky 1992, 274; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 92–93. 
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Mary as the warm Intercessor before God and the strong Protector of the world. This icon is a strong 

expression of the closeness of Christ and Mary in the Eastern Orthodox Church. Photographer Unknown. 

Published by Wikipedia.518  

 

Florensky praises the icon of the Vladimir Mother of God as a mesmerizing image that 

leads the viewers to infinity. He is enthusiastic precisely about icons of the Mother of 

God. Florensky writes that the Virgin confirms and approves icons herself. Moreover, 

Florensky strongly associates the divinizing Mother of God with sanctification and an 

intermediary between the material and spiritual world. Florensky reminds us that 

Seraphim of Sarov had only one icon in his cell: Mary's Lovingkindness without the 

Saviour. Furthermore, Florensky writes that the Mother of God has a profound place in 

the liturgy, prayers, and iconostasis. According to Florensky, the names “Church”, 

“Heaven” and “Virgin Mary” are interchangeable. He also pays attention to colour 

symbolism. He teaches that blue signifies Mary’s virginity, purple her royal splendour, 

and spirituality and red her suffering and ardent love.519 

    Jenson lists four coordinates for Lutheran Mariology: First, Mary’s honorific as 

Mother of God has a rationale from the church tradition and Christology. Second, the 

Reformation attack against the exaggerated cult of Mary was also a tragedy because it 

diminished her place in the story of salvation, personal piety, and public worship. Third, 

Luther endowed Mary with high praise and glory because of her faith and role as 

Mother of God. Fourth, in modern ecumenical dialogues, the place of Mary has been 

confirmed to be firmly connected to Christ and the Church.520 

    In his article “A Space for God”, Jenson discusses the prayer Ave Maria. Jenson 

enquires why the Ave Maria is addressed precisely to the Mother of God. Jenson 

ponders the place where God dwells. He quotes the formula of John of Damascus “God 

is His place.” Hence, God is an uncreated place while the world is created. Furthermore, 

God’s place in His creation is heaven. Moreover, God’s space is a geometrical and a 

historical place, a period. Thus, God’s place in creation is among the people of Israel. 

 
518 Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 96; Flinckenberg-Gluschkoff 2015, 99–100. 
519 Florensky 1997, 256–265, 404; Florensky 1996, 72–74. 
520 Braaten & Jenson 2004, 49–51; Jenson 1999, 200–204. Jenson mentions the Second Vatican Council, Lumen 
Gentium, and ”The One Mediator, The Saints, and Mary – Lutheran and Catholics in Dialogue VIII”. Braaten & 
Jenson 2004, 8; Jenson 1999, 200. Jenson argues that a key moment in salvation history was when Mary consented 
to God’s will before Gabriel. Rejecting it would have jeopardized the entire salvation history. Braaten & Jenson, 
2004, 8. Jenson reminds us that the Church has seen its archetype in Mary. The Church is called to be virginal in 
the context of the passions of the flesh, feminine as being receptive and creative, and obedient to God’s call. Jenson 
2010a, 100. 
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Jenson notifies that God’s presence was attached to the tabernacle and later to the 

temple’s the Holy of Holies. God was also present in the historical existence of the 

nation, prophecy, and scriptures. Jesus, Immanuel, is God’s presence. He is the temple’s 

Shekinah, the Word spoken by the prophets, and the Torah. Therefore, Mary’s womb is 

the place for God. Jenson explains that in icons of “Our Lady of the Sign”, the Greek 

inscription could sometimes be translated as “the space embracing that which no space 

can encompass.”521 Consequently, Mary is Israel concentrated. In addition, Mary is the 

ark of the covenant, all the prophets and the Torah’s embodiment. Jenson notices that 

his arguments stem from the Orthodox liturgy.522   

 

 
Image 28. Our Lady of the Sign, eighteenth century, part of the iconostasis of the Transfiguration Church, 

Kizhi monastery, Karelia, north Russia. This type of icon is also named The Great Panagia. Sign and 

image refer to the word of Isaiah (Isa 7:14): ”Behold, a virgin shall conceive in the womb and shall bring 

forth a son, and thou shalt call his name Emmanuel.” Pentcheva writes that this type emerged after 

iconoclastic battles. The name “wider than heaven” dates to the seventeenth century. Ouspensky notes 

 
521 Jenson refers to an icon type called “Wider than Heaven”. Pentcheva argues that this type emerged after the 
iconoclastic battles. The name is later, from the seventeenth century. Pentcheva 2006, 146.  
522 Jenson 2004, 50–56. 
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that Mary’s raised hands indicate praying and angels her significance. According to Ouspensky, Our 

Lady of the Sign has an established a place in the Orthodox iconostasis placed in the centre of the 

Prophets tier. Photographer Roman Z. Published by Wikipedia.523 

 

Jenson asks if it is possible and desirable to invoke Mary’s or any other saint’s prayers. 

His answer is positive. Christians believe that death does not sever the fellowship of 

believers. However, Mary is not a means to Christ but the other way around. Invocation 

has been the practice of the Church, and there is no decisive argument against it. 

According to Jenson, asking prayers to the Mother of God denotes invoking all God’s 

history with Israel at once. Hence, Jenson appears to argue that calling on Mary rings 

the bells of Moses, Aaron, and all saints of scriptures. Furthermore, Jenson names Mary 

as the archprophet and the paradigmatic instantiation of the Church’s prophetic reality. 

Jesus is a place among his creation. Prayer to Mary signifies meeting Him in that place. 

Moreover, because Mary is a place for God as heaven, she is a heaven, the container of 

the triumphant Church. Mary is personally all saints’ presence. Therefore, to ask for 

Mary’s prayer is to ask the whole Church for prayer at once. Jenson recommends the 

Virgin Mary as a subject for church art.524  

    Mary appears severally and surprisingly in Lönnebo’s texts, where he refers to many 

icons of the Mother of God. Thus, Lönnebo regards her as having a unique and 

significant role. For him, Mary is the Mother of God, an extra mother, and a sister to 

every baptized Christian. She enfolds her blue sign around their shoulders when they 

are troubled. With Christ and the Spirit, Mary is the best teacher of holy carefreeness, 

queen of the Church, and a model for sanctification. For Lönnebo, it is natural to ask 

Mary for prayers and have icons that depict her.525  

    The Virgin Mary is a characteristic of icon art. All Christians share her. Are the 

differences between the Lutheran and Orthodox Mary insurmountable? Tradition is a 

crucial factor here. The centrality of Mary in the Eastern Orthodox Church resonates 

in its calendar: Several great feasts, like the Dormition of the Mother of God, are 

dedicated to her with their respective icons. Sources and topics exceed biblical witness. 

For example, the feast of the Birth of the Mother of God, and The Entry of Most Holy 

Theotokos into the Temple are based on Protoevangelium of James from the second 

 
523 Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 77; Pentcheva 2006, 146. 
524 Jenson 2004, 49–50, 56–57; Jenson 1999, 268–269, 287, 365–368.  
525 Lönnebo 2009b, 63, 165, 182, 223; Lönnebo 2006, 41-–42, 60–61; Lönnebo 2004, 40; Lönnebo 2001, 95, 160–
161, 170; Lönnebo 1984, 32–33; Lönnebo 1975, 237–238.   
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century.  

    The Lutheran Church celebrates and remembers the Virgin Mary repeatedly in the 

church year. However, Protestant piety is more strictly limited to the Mary described 

in the Bible. Moreover, Lutheran feast days are not intertwined with visual images of 

Mary. Bahr does not mention the Virgin Mary. His book addresses the relationship 

between art and Christianity, not Christian dogmatics, but the absence of Mary appears 

to indicate that she is not prominent in his frame of thought. The Lutheran emphasis is 

on Mary’s faith, humbleness, and modesty. Jenson’s and Lönnebo’s theology connects 

to the Virgin Mary and her icons. As noted in the introduction, Lutheran–Orthodox 

ecumenical statements urge believers to depict Mary. Moreover, at least in Finnish 

Lutheran Church, there is signs for increasing presence and meaning for Virgin Mary. 

According to Salmi, Lutheran Confessions and theology of Luther honour Mary as 

Mother of God and a lifelong virgin. Hence, Lutherans can accept icons of Loving-

kindness and Our Lady of the Sign. Mary’s gaze is captivating. Is she not an 

embodiment of Lutheran theology of the cross? For Lutherans, too, these icons 

demonstrate correct dogmatic and biblical Christology.526   

    Jenson’s Mariology stresses words and prayers rather than images. His words on 

Mary are bold, alarming, and ecumenically significant. However, the condensed 

presence of Mary is a strange thought for most Lutherans as is Mary’s ontological 

status, where her bodily and creaturely limitations are overcome to cosmological and 

universal significance. For many Lutherans and Protestants, icons of Mary Enthroned 

are even blasphemous. The critical argument is that Mary’s prominent position in the 

Eastern Orthodox Church questions the uniqueness of Christ and diminishes His 

availability. The Augsburg Confession expressed this concern. After misconceptions 

are removed, perhaps the Lutheran Church can join with Orthodox and Roman 

Catholics in a strong theology of Mary. By this theology, I denote the centrality of Mary 

in the liturgical and prayer life of the church and the profusion of Virgin Mary -images 

in church spaces. Mary raises a question of loss: Do Lutheran theology and practical 

life lose something essential by forgetting that Theotokos is an all-pure, eternal virgin, 

intercessor, and heavenly queen? Is it more complicated or even impossible to belong 

in the kingdom of God without embracing Holy Tradition’s witness to the Mother of 

 
526 Salmi 205–212, 2006. Similarly, a Finnish Lutheran priest Risto Pottonen verifies that Lutherans can address 
Mary and see her as a heavenly queen. Anton 2020.  
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God? I must leave these questions open. I conclude that the Loving-kindness icon 

embraces the intimacy of Mary and her Son. Later, Judas betrayed Jesus with a kiss. 

Humanity accommodates between these two acts.527 

    Sacred and liturgical images are almost synonymous. A communion of new 

humanity assembles among the living and painted images. My last subchapter concerns 

the place of an image as an expression and part of sacred space and service.        

 

3.2.5. Heartbeat of the Universe – Image and Liturgy 
“Therefore, brethren, since we have confidence to enter the sanctuary by the blood of Jesus, by the new 

and living way which he opened for us through the curtain, that is through his flesh.”528 

 

Divine service is an essential locus of the Christian life. This implies Christianity as 

visible religion with religious buildings, church art, and various symbols. Liturgy 

denotes traditional and biblical ways to encounter the triune God in service through 

prayer, singing, consuming bread and wine, and gesture. Both Lutheran and Orthodox 

life centres on worship life. To the Eastern Orthodox Church, liturgy and theology 

identify while in Lutheranism, liturgy is partly separate from theology as an academic 

science. Liturgy crosses ecclesiology and architecture, which have only a minor role in 

this study. In this subchapter, I enquire what place and meaning my chosen theologians 

offer for images in the context of liturgy and church space. There is an interplay of time 

and eternity, material and spiritual, and visual and invisible in liturgy and church space. 

Generally, Orthodox and Lutherans have both the same and partly different traditions 

of church architecture and use of images in divine service. Usually, Lutherans only look 

at the paintings and “read” the message and narrative. Orthodox touch, kiss, incense, 

and carry icons as an act of adoration. Hence, strong and weak image theologies 

manifest in the context of church space and liturgy.529  

    The traditional theological distinction between the law of prayer and faith is 

interconnected. Verbal and visual expressions of faith are bonded. According to 

 
527 Tunnustuskirjat.fi  
528 Hebrews 10:19–20.  
529 Bastubacka 2018, 84–86; Malmisalo 2005, 26, 87, 90–91; Viladesau 1999, 23–24, 28; Merras 1986, 35. 
Malmisalo notices that sometimes there is ritual action concerning images in Lutheran spaces: Lighting candles, 
prayers, or kneeling. Moreover, he noticed that the popular Lutheran St Thomas Mass often utilizes portable icons 
like Christ and the Virgin Mary side-altars. These can be traditional Byzantine icons or images from ecumenical 
Taizé Community such as a Taizé Crucifix. Malmisalo 2005, 111, 114–118. 
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Bastubacka, images visually transform non-sacred spaces into sacredness. Moreover, 

images function to identify the space and community in it. Thus, images mark and 

shape the identity of a place and a community. Images become attached to a place, 

culture, history, and the people surrounded by it. Thus, the image can hold layers of 

interpretation and images gain human characteristics socially by being adorned, 

clothed, and accommodated in different ways. Furthermore, images call for personal 

interpretation and focus. They channel one’s feelings, exercise power, console, frighten 

and encourage. Images function as indicators and pointers of ritual practices and other 

functions of a space. Moreover, images direct movement from West to East and from 

darkness to light. Bastubacka examines the hierarchy of space and notes that images 

indicate, create, and maintain different parts of a configuration. For example, the most 

significant image can be placed over the altar, demonstrating the central place in the 

church.530 

 

 

 
530 Bastubacka 2018, 68–69, 71–77, 79, 86–87, 97. 
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Image 29. Interior of the Church of Reconciliation, Hollola, Finland. This Lutheran church was 

inaugurated in 2010 and designed by Sauli Havas. Themes of fractures and healing are expressed in 

architectural and artistic solutions. Behind the altar is Lux Aeterna by of Reino Hietanen. The colourful 

glass artwork reflects the theme of reconciliation with a symbol of a broken wall that has become intact. 

Thus, the church's name, architectural overview, details, and images constitute an entirety. The nave does 

contain images, but none are of Jesus, the Virgin Mary, or other persons. This is a rather common solution 

in Lutheran churches. The Church of Reconciliation is a multifunctional space with a restaurant, sauna, 

and meeting rooms. Lutherans do not utilize relics. Thus, they ignore the rule of the Seventh Ecumenical 

Council to inaugurate churches with holy relics. Ouspensky rebuked the art and architecture of Protestant 

churches for its secularity and abandonment of Holy Tradition. He felt that the steeple was barely 

distinguishable from a factory chimney. Photograph by Voitto Niemelä.531    

 

According to Ouspensky, the church itself is an image of the heavenly house of God 

and the body of Christ. Churches, like icons, are symbols and reflections of the coming 

kingdom of God. For Ouspensky, an icon is an object of worship and an integral part 

of the liturgy. Moreover, he states that it is impossible to imagine the smallest liturgical 

rite in the Orthodox Church without icons. Thus, icons and liturgical life are 

inseparable. In addition, because the church represents the kingdom, which is not from 

this world, also its art serves an otherworldly purpose. The icon completes the liturgy 

and explains it. In other words, icons and liturgy have the same content, meaning, form, 

and language. For Ouspensky, icons are sacred art, which home is the church, and their 

life is liturgy.532  

    Ouspensky explains that churches have been divided into three parts by the time of 

the Church Fathers: Sanctuary, nave, and narthex. The sanctuary is the holiest place, 

the heaven of the heavens, where the Eucharist is performed. The central part of the 

church, the nave, represents the created world. Nevertheless, this part is holy and 

deified also. The narthex is a periphery and a limit between the church and the world, 

a place for non-Christians, catechumens, and penitents. The iconographic subjects are 

distributed according to the meaning of each part of the church and its role in worship. 

The sanctuary contains the Church Fathers, Mother of God, Christ, and Pentecost in 

the vault. In the nave, there is a Christ Pantocrator533 on the cupola, apostles, prophets, 

evangelists, and martyrs on the walls and columns, and Last Judgement on the western 

wall. It appears that Ouspensky offers systematic and traditionally justifiable guidelines 

 
531 Ouspensky 1978, 12; Knight 2020, 23; Hollolan seurakunta, Sovituksen kirkko.  
532 Ouspensky 1978, 10, 11 17, 21–22, 26–29, 35, 38; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 30–31. 
533 The iconographic type of the Christ in divine majesty as judge of the world. Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 73.  
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for church space and liturgical images. On the other hand, his notion is restrictive. 

Many Eastern Orthodox churches remain outside of Ouspensky’s description.534 

    For Meyendorff, a Christian church is the splendour of divine beauty and an 

assembly of people centred around the celebration of the Eucharist. Meyendorff writes 

that the Orthodox Church stresses eschatological and anticipatory more strongly than 

Western churches. The figure of Christ the Pantocrator who is to come reflects the 

assembly’s nature. Moreover, Christians have always believed that where the Church 

is, there Christ is. From this it follows that images of the Mother of God and saints 

belong on church walls.535 

    For Florensky, liturgy is the heart of Christian life. He emphasizes that Orthodox 

tend to live and experience liturgy instead of focusing on doctrine or morality. Thus, 

attending services is the highest virtue for a believer. In addition, Russian people are 

enlightened not by theology or sermons but by liturgy and veneration of cult objects. 

Hence, Florensky distinguishes between rationality and Orthodoxy by underlining the 

reception of divinity through the divine service. He names acts and gestures in the 

liturgy as sacramental. For Florensky, sacred art must be in the sanctuary, not museums. 

Florensky tried to defend icons in the monastery of Lavra against the Soviet 

nationalization campaign. Florensky stated that a work of art as a living entity dies and 

ceases to be art if it is detached from the conditions of its existence. Florensky’s 

argument is competent, although exaggerated. Moreover, only the church’s lighting 

correctly reveals the icon and its colours. According to Florensky, electric light kills 

colours. I remind readers that the electric lamp was a new invention in Florensky’s 

time. For Florensky, church ritual in its details and totality denotes the art of the senses. 

Humanity can grasp integral knowledge and religious truth only in the context of 

ecclesial life and divine worship.536  

    Lönnebo writes that liturgy is the centre of human life and the entire world. Thus, 

liturgy has a cosmic significance. In the liturgy, humanity is before God and in His 

presence together with the past, future, and present. According to Lönnebo, liturgy is 

both visible and audible. Moreover, he laments that asceticism, mysticism, images, and 

silence have stayed aside in Lutheran churches. He grieves that there are no holy images 

in Christian homes and evokes icon art as suitable for home altars. Lönnebo does not 

 
534 Ouspensky 1978, 29–33. 
535 Meyendorff 1992, 39. 
536 Florensky 2017, 120; Florensky 2002, 42–46, 101–110. 
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urge readers to place icons in the Lutheran churches of Sweden. However, he suggests 

utilizing images in churches as an ecumenical sign of the joint body of Christ and 

confession to a secular world. Lönnebo does not offer instructions for images in liturgy 

or church space. He encourages us to build an altar with an icon at home, but 

voluntarily.537  

    Bahr’s words on the liturgical life of Christians are few. He presents the opposition 

between subjectivity and objectivity and between individual and collective. This 

personalist and existentialist view cause Bahr to maintain liturgy in an inferior position. 

According to Bahr, God is not present in divine service but only in the proclamation of 

words and sacraments. In other words, there is no special ontological weight or 

sacramental presence in church space or acts and gestures of the liturgy. Moreover, 

Bahr criticizes the Orthodox and Roman Catholic cult for constructing the visible 

presence of God magically with images and objects. As noted, incarnation denoted the 

ceasing of sacred spaces for Bahr. Yet he does express a positive side to liturgical art 

and describes the liturgy as holy play. With Bonhoeffer, Bahr hopes that Kierkegaard’s 

aesthetical existence could manifest in the Church’s life. Besides freedom and joy are 

order and seriousness. Hence, these are Bahr’s coordinates for liturgical art. Images 

have a place in church liturgy as a sign and response to a spiritual event of word and 

sacraments. Thus, Bahr’s notion is in many ways opposite to that of Ouspensky and 

Florensky.538 

    Jenson’s thoughts on liturgy are Trinitarian and Christological. He commences by 

noting that the resurrected Christ is in heaven. Nevertheless, according to the Lutheran 

doctrine of ubiquity, Christ is everywhere in creation and His divine and human nature 

among His people. In liturgical life, the presence of the triune God denotes the presence 

of past and future. Thus, an event of worship is a sacramental situation that signifies a 

border between time and eternity, marking it with visible objects, like a Pantocrator -

icon. Moreover, the visible appearance of the church became a sign of presence by the 

power of God’s promises. Jenson utilizes the Eastern Orthodox expression “mysteries” 

for the church's sacramental life. He does not name sermons, processions, kissing the 

crucifix, and icons as sacraments. However, he believes that they are part of mysteries, 

a hidden presence of the kingdom of God. Jenson is impressed by Orthodox liturgy 

 
537 Lönnebo 2009a, 26–27; Lönnebo 2009b, 33; Lönnebo 1975, 161, 163, 225–226, 229.  
538 Bahr 1970, 90–93, 172–173, 215, 227, 232–233. Jenson mentions Kierkegaard’s either/-or decision on the 
question of beauty and God. His answer is both/-and. Jenson 1995, 155.  
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when he writes that “when we inhabit a place for worship that is richly and with 

narrative logic adorned with icons, we are ourselves relocated, within the "recital of the 

gospel proclamation.”. A change in Jenson’s thoughts is perceptible: A few years 

earlier, he wrote that the Christian liturgy is a drama that can hardly survive without 

music while the images are controversial.539 

    For Jenson, the liturgy is the Church’s specific art form. He laments that Protestant 

liturgies have become performances and experiments to activate bored church 

members. Moreover, the barrenness of many Protestant churches expresses only the 

rationality and individuality of Enlightenment or inward faith of Pietism. He writes 

liturgical theology in postmodern America. He pairs Postmodernity’s blindness with 

late Antiquity's darkness. The Christian answer for this hopelessness is ancient:  
“In the postmodern world, if a congregation or churchly agency wants to be “relevant,” here is 

the first step: It must recover the classic liturgy of the Church, in all its dramatic density, sensual 

actuality, and brutal realism, and make this the one exclusive center of its life. In the postmodern 

world, all else must at best be decoration and more likely distraction.”540 

Jenson offers a somewhat similar outcry to Ouspensky but with Lutheran self-criticism: 

“How can we point our lives to the Kingdom’s great Banquet if its foretaste is spread 

before us with all the beauty of a McDonald’s counter?” Jenson writes that the Lutheran 

separation of the law and the gospel usually produces practical misunderstanding, 

liturgical antinomianism stating that liturgy is adiaphora. However, Jenson evokes the 

third use of the law: Obedience to the Lord prevents disregard towards services. 

Eschatology penetrates Jenson’s opinions on liturgy and church space. Hence, he hopes 

God’s story and promises are manifested in church space with images of living saints. 

Furthermore, Jenson notices that liturgical space is not homogeneous. The altar is a key 

point of a church space associated with God’s descending among God’s people. Thus, 

an altar painting or a window behind the altar is the most suitable place for an image 

of Jesus.541  

 

 
539 Jenson 1999, 250–260, 288, 322; Jenson 1995, 152, 155. 
540 Jenson 2014, 61. 
541 Jenson 2014, 56–57, 60–62, 176, 183, 197, 204–205; Jenson 2012b, 160–162.  
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Image 30. Interior of Uspenski Cathedral, designed by Aleksey Gornostayev, inaugurated in 1868, 

Helsinki, Finland. This Eastern Orthodox church interior represents the late nineteenth-century Russian 

national Romantic style. As usual with Orthodox churches, there are many images of saints and holy 

figures, which are placed to be encountered visually and by touch. The large, golden iconostasis was 

painted by Pavel Šiltsov. It separates the nave from the sanctuary. The red Royal Doors are closed. There 

is an image of Jesus painted in Renaissance fashion on the white side altar. All the iconography is in an 

academic late nineteenth-century style. Photographer unknown.542    

 

Ouspensky and Meyendorff teach that while it had many precursors, the iconostasis 

elaborated in Orthodox Russian art in the fifteenth century. Development of the altar 

screen had separated the sanctuary from the nave. The screen was then transformed 

into an iconostasis, a partition, which hid the sanctuary. Hence, the iconostasis replaced 

earlier churches' screens, curtains, and columns. According to Meyendorff, the 

iconostasis was born in the struggle against iconoclasm. Ouspensky teaches the general 

Orthodox notion that the Sanctuary is the holy of holies. It symbolizes the kingdom of 

God. Only clergy may enter through the Royal Doors, a part of the iconostasis. The 

nave symbolizes the physical and sensory world. Hence, the iconostasis is a boundary 

between the divine and human, the permanent and transitory. Moreover, the iconostasis 

divides and unites the two worlds into one whole. Iconostasis expresses the ways of 

reconciliation between God and humanity: The descent of God in redeeming sacrifice 

of Christ and human ascent through the preaching of the gospel, communion, prayer, 

 
542 Ortodoksi.net 2020.  
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and union with the will of God. According to Ouspensky, the symbolic gesture of 

censing is an external symbol of this union. Ouspensky explains that each image of 

prophets, angels, saints, and monks has a unique place in the rows of the iconostasis. 

Thus, the iconostasis proclaims the church year, mysteries of Orthodox faith, and the 

Church's eschatological and cosmic dimension. According to Ouspensky and 

Meyendorff, the iconostasis represents the ontological link between the Eucharist and 

image: Both express the body of Christ.543   

    According to Florensky, Orthodox liturgy is Jacob’s ladder that leads from the visible 

to the invisible. The altar is the invisible place that symbolizes divine Christ, human 

soul, and the incomprehensible essence of the Trinity. The rest of the church indicates 

earth, the human Jesus, human body, and comprehensible Trinity. The boundary of 

these two worlds is marked with visible symbols, especially with saints. This denotes 

the cloud of Mount Sinai and cloud of witnesses proclaimed in Hebrews 12:1. This 

cloud is the iconostasis, the saints themselves. However, the iconostasis is not a saint, 

but only points toward saints. Thus, if one destroys an iconostasis, the saints remain 

unharmed. Nevertheless, doing so blocks the view to holiness. Thus, the iconostasis is 

a window to holiness. Florensky’s ambiguity appears to derive from the complex 

relation of an image and the reality it depicts. Florensky does not write much on 

iconostasis or liturgy, but the iconostasis represents his theology of the image.544  

    Lönnebo writes that the world is a great iconostasis of God. He states that the 

iconostasis demonstrates how hearing and seeing are paired in the liturgy in rich 

symbolism. Moreover, an iconostasis is a symbol of the kingdom of heaven. Lönnebo 

states that being without images is unhuman. Nevertheless, he states that there are no 

more images behind the iconostasis. Hence, the priest who enters to holy of holies is 

an image of a mystic. Lönnebo does not suggest Swedish Lutheran churches could 

utilize the iconostasis.545  

    Jenson criticizes the iconostasis in church space:  
Surely the hypertrophy of the iconostasis in many Orthodox buildings, into a wall shutting out 

the people from the Eucharist, is very problematic: it is one thing for the biblically mandated 

 
543 Meyendorff 1992, 39–40; Ouspensky 1992, 244, 275–283; Ouspensky & Lossky 1952, 59–60, 63–64, 66–68. 
Bastubacka explains that the iconostasis is a structural partition that separates the choir or chancel from the nave. 
Furthermore, the iconostasis creates a duality of seeing and not-seeing and concealing and revealing reflecting 
theological deep structures. The opening of the Royal Doors creates a visual high point of the liturgy. Bastubacka 
2018, 79–80. 
544 Florensky 1996, 59–63.  
545 Lönnebo 1975, 173.  
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action to be interpreted by intervening icons and quite another to be compelled to behold them 

instead of the action. After the fact, the wall and its doors have of course been provided with 

spiritually ingenious justifying interpretations. But precisely Orthodox ecclesiology, centered 

as this is on the eucharistic work of the people of God, must outweigh these.546 

Jenson refers to the cloud of witnesses between the visible and the invisible world to 

suggests Dionysius’s weak, symbolistic Eucharist theology is behind Florensky’s 

view.547    

    The Church as the body of Christ is a strong and ecumenically promising metaphor. 

It unites Christ and the Eucharist to a global community of Christians. In addition, an 

interplay between time and eternity is shared ecumenical thought of Ouspensky, 

Meyendorff, Florensky, Jenson, and Lönnebo. Bahr’s existential theology is outdated 

precisely in the question of the liturgy. His position can be presented through Western 

theology’s distinction between general and specific revelation. Traditionally, 

Protestants have separated these two modes of a revelation and only see God’s special 

revelation as saving grace. For Bahr, this salvation is bound only to the word of the 

gospel and sacraments. Hence, divine service, liturgy, and the church building remain 

on the side of general revelation. This is also a question of presence. If God is present 

everywhere in creation and salvific in word and gospel, there may be no special mode 

of presence for worship. Does this not signify that service is left exposed for 

secularization?  

    Chapter XIII of the Apology of the Augsburg Confession claims that the whole 

divine service is a salvific feast of the present God. Lutheran churches have recently 

discovered this old belief anew as Jenson and Lönnebo verify. Sacramental time, 

events, and places do not subvert the biblical order of salvation. Jenson’s and Lönnebo’s 

wish that Lutheran churches would be filled with images of Christ, the Virgin Mary, 

and saints could be a necessary reminder and testimony to all believers' presence and 

future fulfilment. However, since Lutherans stopped canonizing saints, it is easy to see 

them as leaving saints in the distant past. Perhaps the long legacy of Enlightenment 

makes a fundamental disconnection: White church walls proclaim universal reason or 

functionalism favours simplicity and expediency narrowed by reason.548     

 
546 Jenson 1999, 288.  
547 Jenson 1999, 288. McFarland makes the same criticism of blocking as Jenson and mentions an apology for 
iconostasis: The wall accentuates the difference between heaven and earth but also proclaims the incarnational 
connection between them in a manner that furthers the inclusion of the people of God in the Eucharist. McFarland 
2011b, 232.  
548 Tunnustuskirjat.fi 2011. 
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    Lux Aeterna is surely not the type of image that the Seventh Ecumenical Council 

requested. This artwork is scarcely in line with the letter of the council. It is possible to 

argue that veneration denotes placing an image in the central and holy place. 

Nevertheless, this image is not of a person or to be venerated by kisses. Lux Aeterna is 

appealing. It has a biblical and Lutheran message that echoes the theology of the cross: 

“the Lord is near to the broken-hearted and saves the crushed in spirit” (Ps 34:18). It is 

possible to interpret it as a psychological and therapeutic image and promise. This also 

applies to Simberg’s Wounded Angel. 

    Lutheranism inherited the Western tradition of the altarpiece. Historically, ideals of 

Neoclassicism reduced images in Finnish Lutheran church interiors to altar painting or 

crosses in the nineteenth century. However, the twentieth century returned to a richer 

imaginary, as seen in Tampere Cathedral. The standard modern Lutheran solution is a 

vast window that reveals nature and landscape behind the altar. Jenson, Lönnebo, and 

Ouspensky offer a partial explanation for these practices, including general 

secularization, perhaps also loss of the tradition of depicting sacred events and persons. 

Maybe altarpieces in older Lutheran churches are no longer appealing. Perhaps their 

colours and expressions are excessively gloomy and represent outdated art movements 

like realism. The image of Jesus is possibly experienced as excessively dominant in 

church space. Abstract art, glass mosaics, and bare walls left more space and freedom 

for subjects’ interpretations and convictions. Yet empty places are hollow. They may 

leave visitors empty, without direction or a sense of the presence of the holy. Theology 

of image is more penetratively expressed in Eastern Orthodox buildings and liturgy: 

Churches, rooms, members, icons, gestures, words, and incensing are all images.549     

    In Ouspensky’s interpretation, the iconostasis proclaims the economy of salvation: 

“God became man so that man could become God”. Thus, the iconostasis is a visual 

manifestation of incarnation and deification. Apparently, the iconostasis and sanctuary 

behind it correspond with cataphatic and apophatic theology. However, there are 

images in the sanctuary that church members can see. Is the iconostasis a visual barrier, 

window, or saints themselves? The ambiguity of the Dionysius symbol appears to 

explain its twofold character.550  

 
549 Hanka 1995, 15–16, 30–31. According to Martikainen, theologians, priests, and agents of the Lutheran Church 
after the Second World War have predominantly been confused on the question of church art and architectural form 
has dictated a modest place for church imagery. Martikainen 1987, 23.       
550 Hart verifies Ouspensky’s words. Hart 2012, 10. 
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    Swedish priest and theologian Carl Martling informs us that the most suitable place 

for the crucifix is over the choir. This place coincides with the entrance to the holy of 

holies in Solomon’s Temple, where the reconciliation happened. Biblical narrative 

identifies Christ's body with a curtain that separates the holy of holies from the rest of 

the temple. Jesus’ death signified the tearing of a curtain and new access to the holy of 

holies. This Lutheran theology explains why parishioners may enter the holy of holies 

at the Lord’s table. The practice also explains the Lutheran theology of salvation 

through sola fide, sola gratia, solus Christus. There is no need for paintings or symbols 

as intermediaries. For Orthodox, the iconostasis does not deny access to the holy of 

holies, but embodies it. Nevertheless, it is possible to see Lutheran and Orthodox 

differences in cosmology, anthropology, salvation, and tradition in visual 

manifestations of the church space.551 

   

4. Conclusions  
“We always carry around in our body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed 

in our body.”552 

 

This study has addressed sacred images in the bilateral ecumenical field between three 

Orthodox and three Lutheran theologians. My study question was about what 

theological agreements, tensions, and oppositions in the field of theology of image are 

found in my sources. The comparison proved to be challenging, multidimensional, and 

exciting. Various third parties, internal currents, and communities challenge the 

premise, conditions, agenda, results, and ratifications of ecumenical meeting. In 

addition, single theologians may possess great authority and accent that utilizes some 

part of a tradition and ignores others. Problems, enemies, solutions, and development 

direction may differ, even between theologians of the same church. Nonetheless, my 

analysis tested theological thoughts, sought general principles, and acknowledged 

routes and possibilities for ecumenical concord. Here I present my research results.  

    All six theologians were powerful, convincing, and generally coherent. Ouspensky’s 

structural principle was the tradition of the Orthodox icon. The comprehensible 

 
551 Martling 1993, 35–37. 
552 Corinthians 4:10.  
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presentation had a few weaknesses like contradictory claims from early Christian art 

and strict opposition of Eastern and Western images. Meyendorff’s Christology and 

neo-Palamism convince by disciplined touch and emphasis on living participation with 

God. Neo-Palamism’s offering to the theology of icons was verification of the 

transfiguration of humanity. However, this contribution and place of images in 

Palamism appeared to be rather marginal. Florensky’s account was passionate and 

logical. He presented many noteworthy thoughts and succeeded in presenting a 

theology centred on art and icons. Nonetheless, his synthesis of Eastern Christianity 

and idealism signifies the danger of displacing the treasure in the biblical jars of clay. 

Experience is the substantive lifeblood of Christianity. Nevertheless, there is a risk of 

demanding a certain kind of experience as an indicator of authentic faith. 

    The existentialist theology of Bahr declined at the end of the 1960s. I demonstrated 

several weaknesses in his theology stemming from philosophical preconditions. Bahr’s 

strength was encountering the modern world through modern art. The strength of 

Bahr’s method was more to perceive thirst and hunger, not to demonstrate the liturgical 

theology of images. Lönnebo’s strength was moderate and vast wisdom over 

denominations. He is an ecumenical expression of a Lutheran icon theologian. 

However, Lönnebo remained general and expressed vacillation between positions and 

traditions. Jenson’s extensive theology questions provincial Protestant thought by 

offering a Trinitarian corrective loyal to biblical revelation, early Christian tradition, 

and Lutheranism. Jenson succeeds in offering Christian answers to a world that has lost 

its story. However, he stands primarily alone between traditional Lutherans and 

Catholics or Orthodox. Loneliness is also reflected in the theology of images. Jenson 

supports icons but criticizes Eastern Orthodox Church theology. His main target was 

the impassible God. However, he did not elaborate on the question of impassible 

icons.553   

    Apophatic theology was a shared position of Orthodox theology, Bahr, and Lönnebo 

(see 2.1.1). Lönnebo expressed a stance identical to that of Eastern Orthodox Church, 

thus witnessing to the fact that mysticism may unite denominations. Moreover, 

apophatic theology demonstrated the spiritual character of Eastern icon theology: The 

image is a medium to step into invisible reality. This mystical and otherworldly 

character differs from immanent Western theology and aesthetical positions. Apophatic 

 
553 McGrath 2000, 114–115.  
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theology opens up the possibility for abstract art. Bahr appeared to know this option 

although not constructing his image theology on its grounds. I addressed Jenson’s 

criticism towards impassible God. Nevertheless, his target was not Orthodox image 

theology but Platonized Christianity. Apophatic theology rather unites Orthodox, 

Lutherans, and iconoclasts. However, there appears to be an essential difference in 

standard theological structures whether the line is drawn to separate law from the 

gospel (Lutheranism) or time from eternity (Eastern Orthodoxy). Single paintings 

become structured as part and manifestation of these entireties: visual invitations to the 

eternal kingdom of God or/and testimonies of God's descending into the midst of 

humanity. 

    I demonstrated notable agreement between all six theologians of this study (see 

2.1.2) on rejection of iconoclasm and acceptance of sacred images. Bahr and 

Ouspensky expressed old judgments of their churches. Bahr’s idolatry accusation was 

cursory, apparently not comprehending the distinction between adoration and 

veneration brought up by Ouspensky, Meyendorff, and Florensky. Ouspensky’s 

perception of Lutheranism as an iconoclastic church was based on ignorance of the 

practice of Lutheran churches and Luther’s theology. I addressed the Seventh 

Ecumenical Council and its line on the veneration of icons. The connection between 

ontological image and prototype appeared foreign and difficult to Bahr, Jenson, and 

Lönnebo. Despite this, Jenson and Lönnebo affirmed the Seventh Council and 

veneration of icons. An ecumenical concord between Orthodox and Lutherans appeared 

possible and explicit, yet not fully realized since kissing and bowing before images 

have not been part of Lutheran spiritual practice.  

    Rublev’s icon (see 2.1.3) did not reveal vast disagreements between theologians of 

this study. Rather, rapport prevailed on the primacy of a personal and revealed God that 

separates Christianity from mere philosophy. Moreover, I noted that doctrine of the 

Trinity does not resolve the question of Christian image theology. Also iconoclasts 

affirmed the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.        

    The taxing subchapter (see 2.1.4) on cosmology disclosed metaphysical challenges 

and differences reflected in the theology of images.  The ecumenical and orthodox path 

appeared to denote condemnation of Florensky’s Sophiology and his metaphysics that 

overlooks Christ. The concept of beauty appeared all-pervading yet unsubtle. The 

concept offered one proof against Bahr’s existential theology limited to individual 
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experiences. Rather, God is beauty that denotes participation in the eternal kingdom of 

God.  

    Jenson’s and Bahr’s connection between analogie entis and Eastern Orthodox icon 

theology appeared plausible. Rejection of this connection seems to stem from the 

exaggerated difference between Eastern and Western theologies. This denotes an 

ecumenical challenge between Lutherans and Orthodox in the theology of images 

because Lutherans tend to dismiss analogie entis. Lönnebo presented ecumenical steps 

but remained between the two churches by accepting the essence-energy distinction 

and analogie entis but withdrawing from golden backgrounds and the image-prototype 

-pattern. Strong image theology requires a strong ontology. Nevertheless, rejecting 

Bahr’s Kantianism and nominalism still does ensure concord between Orthodox and 

Lutherans. Jenson appeared to express a general Lutheran solution by opposing natural 

theology. Palamas’ term, energy, appeared to play a role in the Eastern Orthodox 

Church’s theology of images. It is at least parallel to golden background of icons. 

However, energies may bypass the Trinitarian persons and sacred images. An 

ecumenical suggestion to focus on the Word of God, appeared fruitful yet unexplored 

in this study. To summarize, ecumenical agreements on image theology result from 

metaphysical theology.  

    Ecumenical concord on Christology signifies mutual rapport on the theology of 

images. Especially incarnation as an enabler of sacred images unites Lutherans and 

Orthodox against iconoclasts. Bahr expressed anti-ontological interpretations off 

incarnation that opposed those of Ouspensky and Meyendorff. I questioned his 

profanation -thesis, but the cosmological Christology of Ouspensky, Meyendorff, and 

Florensky did not find a response either in Jenson or Lönnebo. Lutheran strong 

theology of the Eucharist and the ubiquity of Christ appear promising although 

untapped for ecumenical concord in the theology of images. Christology and Christ’s 

two natures proved to challenge the theology of images even in the twentieth century. 

Indeed, iconoclasts based their stance on the Council of Chalcedon. Especially Jenson 

and Ouspensky expressed opposite stances. This can be generalized in different 

emphasis on the material and spiritual, time and eternity in Western and Eastern 

theology. Perhaps an ecumenical path would proceed between Jenson’s and 

Ouspensky’s positions.   

    The subchapter on Christ as a subject of images (see 2.2.2) expanded to general rules 
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and conditions for the theology of images. Should their background be shadows or 

gold? Lutheran theology of the cross offers a choice between either the terrible God of 

law or the hidden God of the gospel. A glorious God is not an option – without Christ. 

The cross precedes the glory of heaven. Moreover, the cross signifies suffering, death, 

and hell rather than victory and resurrection. Faith sees God and the gospel in darkness, 

that is, on the cross. Hence, the theology of the cross directs theology of images to 

depict the reality of the cross and everything that Christ experienced and carried for us. 

I demonstrated how Bahr and Jenson forsake overly light expressions of the crucifixion 

and art. Grünewald’s dark altarpiece corresponds with this theology. Furthermore, 

precisely the theology of the cross explains the work of God in Guernica. The flower 

detail indicates blessing hidden in the sufferings.  

    Nonetheless, this reading of Luther appears to set no limit for darkness and sufferings 

– Christ even suffers eternity in hell. Hence, I conclude that the theology of the cross 

has a similar iconoclastic undertow within Lutheranism as apophatic and mystical 

theology in Eastern Orthodoxy. Indeed, are not even the Isenheim altarpiece, Guernica, 

and the most miserable paintings only an intermediate phase, replacement, and 

excessively tame expressions of the real horror of the world? It is possible to denounce 

the “Russian” Crucifixion based on a theology of the cross, but excluding some images 

would denote total iconoclasm. Instead, I make an ecumenical proposal to reject 

Ouspensky’s and icon revivalism’s rejection of earthly, fleshly, and miserable Christian 

imagery. Biblical revelation and historical experiences testify to this stark realism. In 

addition, neither the Quinisext Council nor the Seventh Ecumenical Council forbid 

emotional images.  

    The secret and wonder of Christianity is the divine descending and ascending, the 

kenosis and resurrection of Christ – and with Him the whole creation. Lutheran 

theology of the cross asks a personal question: Do we comprehend, believe, and 

proclaim the full depth of the kenosis of Christ, in the times of Pontius Pilate, in history 

of humankind, and in our own lives? All my six theologians answered yes – to some 

extent. Impassible and victorious Christ may fail to confess this reality, but the Russian 

Crucifixion was more easily accepted by Lutherans.  

    The theology of the cross is a pastoral tool and Christian theodicy in the midst of 

earthly troubles and horrors. It embraces the Lutheran concept of anthropology and 

sanctification as a thorn in the flesh that denotes God’s law and humbles our selfish 
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love to submit to Christ’s love. This theology of the cross is rather Luther’s theological 

principle than the Lutheran Confessions’ – except when we read the doctrine of 

justification inside the theology of the cross.  Its main target was the natural theology 

of Scholasticism. Further, theology of the cross acknowledges the works of God’s 

“right hand”, the gospel, and agape. Nevertheless, it has heavy stress on suffering, 

darkness, and a hidden God. Perhaps the theology of the cross does not have the final 

word. Perhaps Jenson sensed its limitations by turning towards Eastern icons. Another 

possibility is to see Lutheran theology of the cross as not against the natural knowledge 

of God, the glory, and the gold once the foolishness of the cross is confessed besides 

this earthly wisdom.    

    The theological challenge of Lutheranism concerns images: Can theology of the 

cross untangle from world contaminated by original sin? Do we believe in resurrection? 

Do we fully accept the Father’s love, Christ’s miracles, and the glory of God’s 

kingdom? Grünewald proposed an answer with his ethereal and resurrected Christ. 

Jenson and Lönnebo solved the issue with Eastern icons. Bahr bore witness to joy and 

freedom based on resurrection, though he did not address the image of resurrected 

Christ but Joan Miró and the humble images of Barlach. Thus, he chose to hide the 

glory of the Kingdom to the end. Apparently, in Luther’s theology of the cross, God’s 

goodness towards humanity is always hidden in its opposite. The Anastasis -icon united 

both Lutherans and Orthodox.  

    In Chapter 3 on anthropology, I presented differences between my chosen 

theologians that can be generalized to a wider level between Lutheran and Orthodox 

theology. It appears that anthropology and the theology of images are partially 

connected, and unite around a subject of images, that is, the human person. Ouspensky, 

Florensky, and Meyendorff proposed an anthropology that leaned to eternity. Thus, 

their concept of sacred images also denoted an eternal character. Lönnebo followed the 

same path, apparently withdrawing from the Lutheran concept of original sin. Jenson 

and Bahr expressed traditional Lutheran thoughts. They disclosed similar criticism 

towards Orthodox anthropology as to its metaphysics, in a view that the reason and 

need for transcendental depictions fade.         

    In the subchapter on salvation (see 3.1.), I noted that the theology of image has a 

soteriological dimension. In other words, at least indirectly, soteriology affects to the 

theology of images. The questions condense to the place and meaning of paintings in 
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the event of salvation. Jenson and Bahr expressed Lutheran theology: images made by 

human hands do not have a role in salvation because salvation is based solely on God’s 

grace. The opposite view is justification by works. Hence, I deduce that Lutheranism 

leaves a more modest role for painted images: They can even be adiaphora. 

Nonetheless, images depicting salvation denote images of Christ as sole Saviour, 

especially on Golgotha.  

    Lönnebo presented a stance somewhere between Bahr and Ouspensky: Icons are not 

mandatory, but they surely help in Christian life. Meyendorff proposed a more limited 

role to icons than Ouspensky and Florensky, still in line with Orthodox tradition. For 

Ouspensky and Florensky, the sacred image had an essential role in the process of 

liturgical and mystical salvation. At any rate, when salvation was connected with 

sanctification, painted images appeared to acquire a more significant role. The Ladder 

of Divine Ascent -icon was a difficult yet perhaps not insurmountable ecumenical 

obstacle. Similarly, my chosen theologians differed on theology of the senses and the 

question of apathy yet perhaps these issues did not radically divide Lutherans and 

Orthodox. The question of Stoicism in Christian anthropology and the theology of 

images remains to be answered. Images of saints are also images of salvation. Jenson 

and Lönnebo expressed an ecumenically fruitful and communally rich attitude by 

accepting the cult and images of saints.   

    The transfiguration of Christ is a mystical and eschatological revelation and the 

destination of humanity. Bahr emphasized historical Christian life in the world. Not 

criticizing that, I noticed that his theology has a weak eschatological dimension. 

Perhaps it is possible to generalize this weakness in Western natural theology and 

sacred images. At any rate, Lönnebo’s and Jenson’s turn to Eastern icons testify to their 

eschatological character. Mount Tabor united all my sources, although climbing it was 

mainly restricted to hesychasts.       

    The liturgy subchapter (see 3.2.) demonstrated that Ouspensky, Meyendorff, and 

Florensky saw icons as liturgical art. The plenitude of images in Orthodox church space 

was contrasted with the usual visual simplicity of recent Lutheran church spaces. 

Jenson and Lönnebo expressed regret about the situation. For Lönnebo, and especially 

Jenson, liturgy subsumes time, the material world, and congregation to eschatological 

reality. They proposed rich imagery of holy persons, a spirituality for the ears and eyes. 

Bahr does not ignore liturgy, but it remains a side topic to his existential theology and 
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dialogue with modern art. Ouspensky, Meyendorff, and Florensky endorsed the 

traditional Orthodox iconostasis. Lönnebo remained between Lutheranism and 

Orthodoxy by supporting the idea of the iconostasis but not suggesting it should be 

introduced into Lutheran church space. Attitudes to the iconostasis appeared to reveal 

the different notions of metaphysics and salvation between Lutherans and Orthodox. 

The tension polarized with Florensky and Jenson: Does the iconostasis enable vision 

and access to spiritual reality or block it? I leave this question open.  

    In this study, I addressed four standpoints for the theology of image. These were 

iconoclasm, weak image theology, strong image theology, and autonomous art. These 

positions are partly superimposed. Strikingly, there appears to be no clear and strong 

justification for any of these standpoints before the eight century.  

1. Iconoclasm has been a passionate, strong, and widespread conviction. 

Iconoclasts appealed to the early tradition of the Christian life, theological authorities, 

and scriptures. As noted, neither Orthodox nor Lutherans favoured this stance. On the 

contrary, all six theologians opposed it. A common enemy unites and defines us. The 

opposing party may have influenced subtle changes and compromises. The image 

dispute came to define orthodox Christianity in the Seventh Ecumenical Council and 

theologies of iconodules. Polarization denotes an either/-or -choice and total judgment 

of the opposing party. The terms “iconoclast” and “image breaker” are pejorative. 

Furthermore, iconoclasm was the “heresy of heresies” in the eighth and ninth centuries. 

Today, it may be so, but iconoclasts accepted the six earlier ecumenical councils. 

Moreover, iconoclasts accept the image of the cross. Thus, many Lutheran and 

Protestant church spaces are practically in line with iconoclasm.  

    The second wave of iconoclasm in the Reformation period was beyond the scope of 

this study. Nevertheless, I cited Calvin’s argument against images of Christ that no one 

knows His appearance (see 3.2.3). This thesis reveals the difference between Lutherans 

and Orthodox. Some believe Calvin’s premise is correct but his deduction wrong, 

others deny both premise and conclusion. I leave it open how deeply Calvin’s sword 

pierces the image theologies of Orthodox or Lutherans. Furthermore, I observe that it 

would be possible to utilize his argument against Lutherans or Orthodox.  

    Bahr inclined repeatedly towards iconoclasm, which does not appear to be not in line 

with Luther’s theology or Lutheran tradition. Luther did criticize the cult and images 

of saints that overshadow Christ. Nevertheless, his attitude on images developed from 
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adiaphora to positive image theology. Instead of iconoclasm, Lutheran belief, practice, 

and theology have also preserved medieval churches and their iconography. For 

example, the Lutheran Church of St Mary in Hollola includes several images of 

medieval saints. Nonetheless, the Lutheran Church and other Protestant churches have 

not verified the Seventh Ecumenical Council or any equivalent line on images. In other 

words, iconoclasm as heresy is not clearly rejected.554  

    Bahr’s closeness with iconoclasm can be explained through his nominalism and 

severity against idealism, metaphysics, and ontology. Bahr also accused the Eastern 

Orthodox Church of idolatry. Premises may vary, but this is the same argument as 

iconoclasts utilized. Moreover, it appears that opposition to mysticism denotes the 

opposite of symbolism. Bahr highlighted the Lutheran accent on the word of God. 

Unlike iconoclasts, Bahr and many Lutherans overlook saints, relics, and the Virgin 

Mary. Hence, for Orthodox, Lutherans may be even worse ecumenical partners than 

iconoclasts. Be that as it may, Bahr was not an iconoclast. The same arguments and 

Bible verses do not yet identify parties. 

    Jenson staggered between iconoclasm and acceptance of sacred images as able to 

depict the two natures of Christ. Also Bahr hints that iconoclasts were correct for their 

criticism. In this study, I addressed criticism for images expressing both natures of 

Christ, similar to that of iconoclasts. I leave it open as to how strong this criticism was. 

One possible yet untraveled solution would be to verify the human made images of 

Christ by rejecting Antiquity’s person-nature -framework as extra-biblical. Both Jenson 

and Bahr accepted it was possible to produce an image of Christ.  

    Iconoclasm denotes the rejection of all sacred images, but does not necessarily reject 

the production of all images. The line between sacred and other images reveals the 

issue’s complexity. This concerns not only images of idols. The Council of Trullo 

forbade Christian symbolism. Ouspensky and other icon revivalists condemned 

Western and Renaissance images. Jenson wished that bad art be removed from the 

churches. Thus, at least to some extent, iconoclasm can be part of positive image 

theology. Images can fall on both sides of the line between right and wrong.    

2. Weak image theology is a positive theology and practice of utilizing images  

a strong ontology. Clearly, the Lutheran Church holds this stance. Bahr localizes his 

secular Christianity and anti-ontology here. This approach does not only belong to neo-

 
554 Hollolan seurakunta, Hollolan pyhän Marian kirkko.  
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Protestantism or Lutheranism: Frankish theologians, Pope Gregory I, the Church 

Fathers, and others in the first Christian centuries held this line of thought. These, and 

the Council of Trullo, appear to reveal a contradiction in Ouspensky’s theology: 

Christian theology of images developed over centuries from the times of the apostles. 

Weak theology of images sees paintings as books for illiterate people, as a pedagogical 

and a memory aid. Moreover, weak image theology accommodates with the Lutheran 

sola scriptura and centeredness of God’s word.  

    Within weak image theology, the importance of images ranged vastly. Bahr 

highlighted many times the dangers of idealistic images. Nonetheless, his weak 

theology of images expressed the strong status of art. Very weak image theology sees 

images as indifferent or adiaphora. Jenson touched this stance, for which there is plenty 

of room in Lutheranism and Protestantism. Proceeding from this quickly denotes the 

profusion of Christian images, their importance and necessary purpose. Lutheranism 

appears to reach this point with Luther, Jenson, and Lönnebo. Moreover, images of 

saints and the Virgin Mary are suitable within a weak theology of images. Therefore, 

this strongest weak theology of image appears fruitful in ecumenism between Orthodox 

and Lutherans. Nonetheless, a traditional Lutheran anthropology and soteriology 

excludes images of subjects that are central to Christianity.  

    Weak and strong theology of images is compatible if the strong theology belongs to 

the sacred image and weak theology to the profane image. A strong theology of images 

includes not only icons but also art, decoration, and pedagogical books. Perhaps 

indirect and narrative icons belong to weak theology of images. I noticed that, in a 

sense, all Christian image theologies represent weak theology of images. This is 

because icons are only wood and paint. Their holiness is borrowed from the prototype. 

Nonetheless, even a possibility for borrowing verifies strong image theology. In 

addition, especially Ouspensky condemned weak theology of religious images.  

3. Ouspensky, Meyendorff, and Florensky expressed strong image theology.  

Thus, strong image theology appears to coincide with the neo-Patristic school of 

Florovsky, Sophiology school of Soloviev, neo-Palamism, icon revivalism, and the 

Eastern Orthodox Church. The plenitude and veneration of icons suits strong image 

theology. This stance is based on the theology of John of Damascus, verified at the 

Seventh Ecumenical Council that the grace of God rests on images. In other words, 

strong image theology denotes an ontological connection between prototype and 
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image. The council’s decision implies that veneration of images separates real 

Christians from false ones. Thus, images are a question of salvation. Otherwise, images 

are, if not compulsory, still vital in the process of deification.    

    It is possible to accept almost all of John of Damascus’ apology for icons within 

weak image theology. There appears to be no evidence for strong image theology before 

John of Damascus, for example, in the Council of Trullo or Church Fathers. 

Nevertheless, Ouspensky argues that the Orthodox Christian Tradition expressed by the 

early Church and Church Fathers belongs to a strong theology of images. Even without 

early and miraculous icons, there is a justification for this: Strong image theology 

encloses weak image theology. It can be argued that the theology of images developed 

through many phases before and after the Seventh Ecumenical Council.  

    Origen proposed a strong theology of images and Dionysus, a strong theology of 

symbols, but neither adapted their metaphysics to paintings. Nevertheless, it appears 

that Origen and Dionysus are key figures that contributed to the strong image theology 

of John of Damascus. Relics preceded icons as carriers of grace, but my sources did 

not address this connection. Jenson’s analysis of the Greek/Platonist aesthetic relation 

of imitation is more credible than Ouspenky’s silence on the grounds that “the image 

of a saint is a saint”. Nonetheless, if imitation and connection really work, images of 

saints, angels, and the Virgin Mary are automatically eligible. 

    I noticed curious limits for strong theology of images: Ontological connection of the 

image and prototype denotes a strong image theology. However, identification of image 

and prototype causes the disappearance of the image. Especially the window-metaphor 

suits this phenomenon. Thus, why not adore Christ if He genuinely is Christ? 

Alternatively, there is a line that the image should not cross. Florensky wrote that 

painting is not adding but removing the scales from spiritual vision. However, maybe 

the border is just the place to look and make icons. Regardless, all three Orthodox 

theologians noticed the limits of painted images in spiritual life. Paradoxically icons 

transmit real presence and work as a substitute for presence simultaneously. 

Nonetheless, the deepest mystical experience with God and humanity is beyond images 

and words. Hence, Palamism appeared to be aside from image theology. However, 

Theophanes the Greek and Rublev explain and direct mystical visions.         

    An ecumenical concord between Lutheran and Orthodox concentrates on the 

anathemas of the Seventh Ecumenical Council. It is possible to distinguish between the 
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letter and the spirit of the council’s statements. Nevertheless, the central question is 

whether Lutherans can accept the veneration of icons. This acceptance has theological 

and practical meaning. Lönnebo and Jenson verified the council without strong image 

theology or the practice of bowing and kissing images. The Lutheran–Orthodox Joint 

Commission reached a similar solution. Then the question is whether it is possible to 

accept veneration of sacred images without a strong image theology or certain 

practices. I have to leave it open whether the Lutheran Church venerates enough or 

with sufficient precision.    

    In this study, I pondered whether strong image theology would be possible for 

Lutherans. Bahr sharply denies this possibility. It appears that as an ecumenist and icon 

theologian, Lönnebo wanted to follow the Eastern Orthodox tradition. At the same 

time, he was cautious about attaching his strong metaphysical beliefs to icons. Hence, 

it is as if he remains on the border of weak and strong image theology, which may be a 

conscious choice in his Lutheran context. Jenson appeared to see the metaphysical 

structure behind Eastern icons as untenable. Then again, Jenson did favour strong 

theology of image within liturgical theology. Thus, it is ecumenically possible to verify 

a strong theology of images as a sacramental part of the divine service. 

    Furthermore, through Ouspensky, I foregrounded old iconodule arguments that 

words and images are mutually revelatory and interconnected. These thoughts against 

iconoclasts appeared to echo on Lutheran ground. Bahr denied this connection while 

Jenson and Lönnebo leaned towards it. Nevertheless, Kerko verified that Lutheran 

strong and sacramental theology of words subsumes sacred images. Hence, in so far as 

the word of God as a theological sign intertwines with sacred images, also these images 

are sacramental vessels of divine presence. Moreover, strong image theology is in the 

Bible: The bronze snake was an instrument of salvation. For unexplained reasons, my 

sources ignored this.  

    Miraculous images characteristic of strong image theology, but I did not explore this 

aspect as part of image theology, apart from noting that Eastern Orthodox icons remain 

more open for miracles than Western aesthetical art.       

4. Autonomous art is a standpoint that consist Renaissance art and modern art.  

Renaissance was a significant art movement and paradigmatic shift that initiated  

in thirteenth-century Italy, and extended far beyond Italy over the following centuries 

and denotes the beginning of art and aesthetics autonomous from Christianity. 
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Ouspensky rejects the whole tradition and content of Renaissance art. This is a stance 

of icon revivalism powered by Florovsky’s theory on pseudomorphosis in the Russian 

Orthodox Church. Lutheran Lönnebo and ecumenical Meyendorff were more silent in 

this case. Florensky criticized the Renaissance in general and particular principles such 

as linear perspective. Despite Florensky’s and Ouspensky’s geometrical error, they 

foreground many noteworthy issues on Renaissance. Bahr deserted Renaissance 

principles like imitation of nature with modern art. Similarly, Jenson withdrew from 

the Renaissance by rejecting naturalism and realism. Thus, all my six theologians were 

unanimous on this issue. However, Bahr also acknowledged the autonomy of art.   

    All three Orthodox theologians of this study belonged to the icon revivalist 

movement. This revivalism has been identified as the general voice of the Eastern 

Orthodox Church on the matter of sacred images and Western context. I do not want to 

disregard icon revivalists' connection to the Eastern Orthodox Church or its tradition. 

However, the movement’s leading idea of bad, corrupt Western culture is controversial 

and not shared by all within the Eastern Orthodox Church. Icon revivalism is a 

conservative movement. To the Lutheran Church, it presents an ecumenical challenge. 

In general, there is always an ecumenical question concerning the extent to which 

representatives represent the whole.    

    Modern art, like the Renaissance stresses art’s power and artistic independence from 

Christianity. Modern art largely rejected old art forms, however, and denoted many new 

movements like Expressionism and abstract art. Bahr and Jenson noticed the difference. 

Nonetheless, all my sources rejected or ignored modern and abstract art with similar 

theological grounds to their rejection of the Renaissance. Bahr also saw the value of 

modern art: It coincided with his anti-metaphysics and existential theology. His valuing 

of Joan Miró based on Christian joy and play was appealing and a different angle to 

other arguments of this study.      

    The unifying factor between the six theologians was theological instead of 

aesthetical perspective. Florensky produced a synthesis of Orthodox Christianity, 

Russian Slavophilism, and Schelling’s idealism. Despite his honourable purpose to 

unite Eastern and Western worlds, the other theologians saw error in his attempt. 

Especially the icon revivalists Ouspensky, Meyendorff, and Lönnebo, remain 

theological. They judge and ignore autonomous art. The absence of encounter denotes 

blindness to even vast differences. For example, it should be noted that the Renaissance 
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also signified Christian art, and that Protestantism and modern art have multifaceted 

relations to the Renaissance.  

    Jenson appeared to utilize aesthetical criteria similar to Tillich by writing about 

destroying the image’s self-contained sensuality. Apparently, time and dialogue with 

modern art strengthened his suspicion towards it. If modern art destroys old idols, it 

proposes new heresies like the theosophism of Mondrian – or surrenders to absurdity. 

While Bahr saw many dangers and missteps in modern art, he followed Tillich by 

valuing Symbolist, existential, and Expressionist art. Furthermore, by Tillich's 

correlation method, Bahr captured the current zeitgeist. The nature of dialogue 

concerns Christian and secular cultures, ecumenical discussions, and life in general. 

Dialogue implies separateness, confessing, mutual respect, and openness in equality. 

Perhaps it admits too much. After all, what are the fallen world and independent 

institutions beside the eternal Christian Church? How could a Christian Church 

concede human autonomy from God? Does not dialogue lead to compromises? 

However, the power of dialogue and Tillich’s method is a shared foundation, for 

example, humanity. The prodigal son is still part of the family. Munch’s Scream (1983) 

echoes the groaning of creation as in the pains of childbirth.  

    Renaissance and modern art may denote iconoclastic rejection of forms, weak or 

strong theology of image, for example, through the German idealism of Schelling. 

    

This study demonstrates that the question of images associates with the theological 

whole. In other words, single images may represent the whole Church, tradition, 

theology, and dogmatics. This evokes a question of whether, for Lutherans, traditional 

icons are the theological horn of plenty or Trojan horse. Ecumenical concord on images 

is a sum of many rapports. Throughout this study, my comprehension of the consistency 

of my sources strengthened and clarified. Each theological draws on their own church 

tradition. Even false traditions and heresies demand coherence. Hence, I believe that 

expressions and thoughts of my sources may be generalized to the level of the Eastern 

Orthodox Church and Lutheran Church – at least when remembering that single 

theologians also represent other, internal, and controversial movements.   

     I often found some Christian shared premise between Lutherans and Orthodox in 

my analysis. I suppose it is ecumenical wisdom to start, return to and stress that which 

unites. However, it is also vital and clarifying to acknowledge differences. The Eastern 
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Orthodox Church and Lutheran Church both confess the lion's share of universal 

Christianity: Biblical revelation, the doctrine of the Trinity expressed in the Nicene 

Creed, belief in the two natures of Christ, Son of God as Saviour, the cross, the 

goodness of creation and bodily life, the human as an image of God and a sinner, 

Parousia, and importance of sanctification. Thus, if the Christian image represents 

Christianity, why all these disagreements and judgments from my sources? Indeed, 

iconoclasts and iconodules were part of the same undivided Church.  

    There is a psychological answer to this question: We oppose a subject close to us 

because closeness denotes danger. Nonetheless, the answer is above all else theological. 

Moreover, these differences appear to be hidden and perimeter since the Bible and 

ecumenical councils do not address them. Alternatively, it is the case of deep 

undercurrents that influence all theological issues. This study revealed criteria, rules, 

and principles – usually obvious and stationary milestones, which are suddenly unclear 

or even questioned because of encountering others.  

    One significant difference between Orthodox and Lutherans is the relationship 

between the Bible and tradition. This explains the small and vast differences between 

Ouspensky’s and Bahr’s or Lönnebo’s adaptation of icons. Numerous historical, 

geometrical, political, and theological reasons have influenced this situation. For 

example, icons made without hands are essential to Orthodox theology but somewhat 

strange to Lutherans. This difference pierces the whole theology of images because 

there is no theology of paintings in the Scriptures. Thus, theologians have to create one. 

This difference explains and also encompasses the most authoritative declaration of 

Christian image theology, the Seventh Ecumenical Council. This council is crucial to 

the Eastern Orthodox Church but for Lutherans, its anathemas have not been 

authoritative. Thus, no Lutheran theologian has expressed such demand for the 

veneration of images. Moreover, even Lutheran theologians do not necessarily know 

about the existence of the council. Bahr does not mention it. However, Lönnebo and 

Jenson are not exceptional for supporting ecumenically open theology towards this 

council.  

    In general, tradition explains everything. 

    Lutheran sola scriptura is a salient principle that borders and guides the theology of 

images. The relationship between soteriology and image theology includes tradition. Is 

a necessity to venerate painted images the content of the gospel? For Lutherans, images 
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may be adiaphora because Jesus did not order us to paint, and although Luke painted 

an icon of the Mother of God according to Orthodox tradition, he did not write about 

painting in his gospel. The Lutheran stress on hearing rather than seeing derives from 

sola scriptura, because the proclamation of prophets and apostles was precisely words 

for the ears. Thus, while Jenson and Bahr proved they are original theologians of the 

twentieth century, they were also traditionally Lutheran.  

    Naturally, also Orthodox possess Scripture, and Lutherans foster numerous traditions 

starting from Lutheran history and Lutheran Confessions. This creates ecumenical 

possibilities. I noticed this in mutual understanding concerning theology and images of 

saints and the Virgin Mary. Especially Jenson and Lönnebo converge with Orthodox 

theologians on this. Again, consistency prevails. It is no coincidence that Jenson and 

Lönnebo favoured deification and Eastern icons. Clearly, ecumenical possibilities and 

challenges concerning the role of the Virgin Mary are reflected in the theology of 

images. However, Mary is rather the subject of images. In other words, Mariology does 

not define theology of images.    

    In image theology, iconography is an expression of tradition. Artistic canons guide 

icon painters. Here lie the possible weaknesses, strengths, and dangers of Orthodox 

theology of images. Developments and innovations may lead astray, but it is also 

possible to fixate on some culture and tradition and claim that it is the only correct and 

universal one. I leave it open to which extent Orthodox icons express living grace and 

tradition or a stagnant and past golden age.         

    Western and Lutheran iconography and theology of images allow artists greater 

freedom and imagination. This is true even when remembering aesthetical limitations 

concerning, for example, style. Thus, what to paint? Obviously, Christ, maybe even 

other holy persons. But how? Here this study revealed the weakness and tragedy of 

Lutheran image theology. Lönnebo and Jenson criticized Lutheran tradition for practice 

close to iconoclasm. Encountering and identification with the world may lead to the 

loss of one’s own imagery. Perhaps the Lutheran Reformation was an undisciplined 

child of the Renaissance. For Jenson and Lönnebo, modern art was not a solution but 

Eastern iconography was. As mentioned, the straightness of Bahr’s method was more 

to perceive thirst and hunger, not to demonstrate the liturgical theology of images. 

Fewer Western images express the joy of the resurrection.  

    All this returns to a single core question: Does the Lutheran Church have a theology 
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of image? Apparently, there is some. Lutheranism is a protest movement. As such, 

tradition is perhaps not its strength. A representative of weak theology of images may 

shrug: “We are fine with our naturalistic images and open spaces.”. Nevertheless, rich 

iconography lives only within a rich tradition. Thus, before ecumenical conversations 

with Orthodox, Lutherans should secure that the dialogue does not become a 

monologue.    

    I noticed two reappearing, different, and opposite undercurrents throughout this 

study. They denote modes of theology or metatheology that associate various 

theological questions. These undercurrents are not subject to faith, not official 

authority, and not even conscious, but they offer a common thread that explains the 

differences between my Orthodox and Lutherans theologians in the question of images. 

I refer to Platonism in Orthodox theology and theology of the cross in Lutheranism.  

    Naturally, Christian theology subverted Platonism. This is especially the case in the 

doctrine of the incarnation, Trinity, value of material and bodily life, and resurrection 

of the body. Thus, rejection of Platonic idealism unifies Christians. Moreover, 

Platonism has been characteristic for heretics. Christian images of the Trinity, Christ, 

and saints proclaim correction from paganism and Platonism in all their bodily and 

material lives. Iconoclasts did not swear by the name of Plato. However, sources of this 

study asserted that iconoclasm suits Platonism. Hence, bowing to the purple of the body 

before a material image can be a Christian act denouncing Platonism. Moreover, it is 

possible to interpret Orthodox theology of icons following Lutheran theology of the 

cross: God’s glory consents to be hidden in a matter, human-made images, and the 

figure of a human.         

    Nevertheless, I traced the influence of Platonism within Orthodox thought. For 

Florensky, Plato was almost a Church Father. Lönnebo confessed the Platonic roots of 

his icon theology. Meyendorff admitted less, Ouspensky nothing. Nonetheless, the 

stress on apophatic theology is Platonic. Experiencing God through mystical light and 

darkness signifies Platonism. Furthermore, Ouspensky and Meyendorff proposed that 

the explaining factor behind Platonist cosmology is the incarnation of Christ and His 

blessing of the Jordan waters. For Ouspensky, Meyendorff, and Florensky, Christ is a 

methexis who transforms humans, relics, and sacred images eternally by His presence, 

touch, and gaze. Moreover, a constant accent on eternal and impassible Christianity 

coincides with Platonism. Orthodox anthropology expressed through my sources 
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shared notions with Platonism, Aristotelianism, and Stoicism. The emphasis on 

deification, primacy of sight, and centrality of symbols is neo-Platonic. Monasticism 

indicates the interconnection – or even contradiction – of Platonic/angelic life and 

earthly human life. Platonism is strongly connected with Eastern Christianity. Thus, it 

is certain that the intellect is sitting on a heart’s throne and the eternal soul is superior 

to the animal body.   

    Platonism denotes downgrading or ignoring sacraments and Christology. In this 

study, all the other five theologians refused Florensky’s Sophianism. Metaphysics 

without or apart from Christ and the Trinity is only directionless idealism. Florensky 

appeared like a twentieth-century Dionysus the Areopagite, or Neo-Platonist Proclus 

switched to Schelling. His key idea is a mystical experience of God and the organic 

unity of the universe. This happens through images, icons, and symbols. This is a 

Platonic mode, similar to Origen and Dionysus. Meyendorff and Ouspensky are more 

strongly rooted in the church's sacramental life. As noted, Palamism may err like 

Sophianism, but precisely sacred images anchor mystical and monastic life to Christian 

revelation. Nevertheless, apophatic darkness and mystical light captivate believers to 

surrender to personal and inner iconoclasm: Beyond darkness, death, and sin, there are 

no images painted by mortal flesh.   

    Through the Church Fathers, the legacy of Platonism intertwines with Christian 

tradition. Platonism is so complex that it offers background support to iconoclasm, a 

weak theology of images, and a strong one. Dionysus’ ambiguous symbol is weak and 

strong at the same time – or more specifically, strong before the human ascension, weak 

after it. The old Buddhist saying “when you reach the top, drop the stairs” does not feel 

far-fetched here. Does the veneration of icons express old Roman custom modified to 

Christianity through the philosophy of Plato? According to Florensky, Jenson and 

Lönnebo – yes. Meyendorff admits half the truth. Ouspensky’s silence testifies against 

him. Hence, even though Meyendorff and Ouspensky separate themselves from 

Florensky’s idealism, they are joined in strong theology of images. This connection is 

not articulated in the Bible or Nicene Creed but in Greek aesthetic imitation of image 

and prototype.  

    Thus, where Platonism proposed ideas as intermediaries between time and eternity, 

Eastern Orthodoxy utilizes relics, sacred vessels, and icons. Again, is this not precisely 

correction and subversion of Platonism? Naturally, the presence of God fills the divine 
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service, not some philosophical force. Here indeed is the paradox: The presence of 

divine prototype and grace is affirmed. Nevertheless, an icon is an intermediary. The 

icon is a step. According to John of Damascus, quoted by Ouspensky, this intermediary 

and step is necessary so that humans can lift themselves up to the spiritual realm. This 

step and intermediary denotes Platonism and a strong theology of images. Is this not a 

perfect harmony of the human form, art, and wisdom with divine foolishness, agape, 

and revelation? Is it not the holy nard and most profound expression of the union of 

God and humanity, two beauties and two loves? I deduce that the theology of icons 

culminates in this ontological step. Here is the key reason found in this study that 

separate weak and strong image theologies and Lutherans from Orthodox.          

    Thus, do I claim that no strong theology of painted images is possible without 

idealism? I noticed that Ouspensky especially had a reason to deny Platonic influences 

in his apology of images. Nevertheless, for example, Bastubacka and Seppälä see the 

connection. As noted, the question is not whether Eastern Orthodox theology is 

Platonic, but whether the two are compatible. The tradition of the Eastern Orthodox 

Church verifies harmony. The central question about the relationship between image 

and prototype does not concern Platonism but truthfulness and operability. If the 

painting, naming, and consecrating of the image enables the presence and encounter of 

the depicted saint, then it is more appropriate to speak of Christian revelation than 

Platonism.   

    This study shows that theology of the cross is usually the Lutheran answer to Platonic 

theology. Orthodox theology also invokes the foolishness of the cross, but with a partly 

different content and focus: God is hidden in apophatic darkness that blinds human 

reason. Lutheranism stresses that God is hidden in the cross and humanity of Christ. 

However, material images of incarnated Christ are precisely proclamation of the cross.  

Nevertheless, emphasis differences are expressed in the subjects of images: Eastern 

icons embrace the transfiguration of Christ and His eternal faces. Lutheran images 

favour Gethsemane and the crucifixion. My study question was about Lutheran 

theological justification for accepting or rejecting icons and the mutual possibility for 

Lutheran or Western images in an Orthodox context. It appears that the main obstacle 

to such acceptance is either imagery that betrays the cross or imagery that betrays the 

glory. Ecumenical concord denotes imagery that combines these realities. Thus, the 

ecumenical challenge between Lutheran and Eastern Orthodox theology of image 
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return to the old conflict between iconoclasts and iconodules concerning the possibility 

to capture Christ’s two natures into a painting.   

    Theology of the cross denounces glory and golden icons because they express 

natural, sinful, and selfish human love and order. Lutheran theology of the cross 

denounces all gold – and especially in the case of Jenson, all impassibility – in icons. 

Furthermore, Lutheran theology of the cross condemns the direction of icon theology 

and the Eastern Orthodox Church in general. According to Lutheran theology of the 

cross, the spiritual life of Eastern Christianity gravitates in the wrong direction, that is, 

up and higher – to the glory and impassibility, far from the sufferings and problems of 

this world. Thus, Lutheran theology of the cross questions the ascension of Jacob’s 

Ladder. It ignores or even ridicules the angelic step, the iconostasis, and strong image 

theology. For Lutherans, this ascension is a catastrophic misconception of justification 

by works and neither Jacob nor anyone should climb the ladder, which are only there 

for God to descend.  

    Theology of the cross is meditation on and imitation of Christ’s humanity rather than 

His divinity. The direction is not to glory and heaven, but to sin, shame, sickness, and 

hell. In image theology, this stance leads to the denial of any transcendent metaphysics. 

The everyday and worldly substitute mystical mountains and closed monasteries. Thus, 

ordinary people occupy altar paintings. These people have burdens, not haloes. 

Theology of the cross shuts metaphysical windows. Sacred images are masks of God 

and His hiding place. There is no apophatic and majestic God of the philosophers 

behind signs. There is a terrible naked God, the God of the law, and of Sinai. No human 

could stand this consuming fire. Natural ascension denotes meeting this God. 

Nevertheless, Lutheran theology of the cross alone would limit Christian revelation and 

theology of images. The gaze of the Vladimir Mother of God perfectly expresses the 

theology of the cross as Lutherans comprehend it. It is possible to see the golden 

background of this icon as a heavenly blessing of the cross and passion.  

    The cross proclaims Christ crucified and resurrected. The same dialectics concern 

sacred images. The cross capacitates the glory. The glory capacitates the cross. The 

darkness capacitates the light. The light capacitates the darkness. The cross is glory, 

and the glory is the cross. Perhaps with Meyendorff, Orthodox can say that human love 

is always a response to God’s love. Perhaps with Jenson and Lönnebo, Lutherans can 

say that human will and love unite in deification, sanctification, and eternal life. In 
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Christ, there is no fear of God’s wrath because (Heb 12:22–24) we “have come to 

Mount Zion, to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem. We have come to 

thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assembly, to the church of the 

firstborn, whose names are written in heaven. We have come to God, the Judge of all, to 

the spirits of the righteous made perfect, to Jesus the mediator of a new covenant, and 

to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel.”  

    Why not paint this revelation, this reality, this kingdom?  
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