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The Carrier of Icons (Iconostasis) 
Meditation: 

O Lord, I thank You for giving us part of heaven on earth. I ask You to please remind me every time I go inside Your church that I am in a part of heaven that You left for us on earth. Please teach me how to fear Your place and respect it. Teach me how to love Your house and love all the details You gave us in its structure. Please show me how to benefit from all the details in the church and how to make them a way through which I can see You. 

Objective: 

To learn about the beauty of the church and understand the wonderful meanings hidden behind all its symbolic parts

Memory Verse: 

· “I was glad when they said to me: let us go into the house of the Lord” (Psalm 122:1). 

· “How lovely is Your tabernacle, O Lord of hosts! My soul longs, yes, even faints for the courts of the Lord” (Psalm 84:1-2). 

Lesson Outline: 

I. The Sanctuary (Holy of Holies) 

It represents Heaven and contains the Altar, the dome, the steps and the Eastern wall. 

· The Altar: where the sacrifice is offered
· It is square in shape. 

· Made out of either wood or marble
· It has three coverings on top. 

· Must have a “holy board” on it or be anointed with holy chrism
· The dome: above the altar
· Supported on four columns
· Painted in blue to represent Heaven, with angels drawn on it
· Curtains are suspended from between the columns. 

· The Steps: 

· Seven semi-circular steps that lead up to the Bishop’s throne, underneath the Eastern wall 

· The Bishop sits under the feet of Christ, after having climbed seven (complete) steps (virtues), and speaks to the people from behind the Altar because his words and service is not due to his own righteousness but to the righteousness of Christ. 

· The Eastern wall: a semi-circular wall called the “Father’s bosom” 

· It has an Icon of Christ sitting, surrounded by Cherubim and Seraphim. 

· He carries in one hand the earth (because He is the controller of everything - Pantokrator). 

· He carries a staff in the other hand to shepherd His people (John 10:11). 

· He is looking directly at the people and opening His chest to them to accept them all to Him. 

· Only the Icon of Christ should be in the Sanctuary because He is the only One who is in Heaven (along with the angels) right now. 

· The gateway to the Sanctuary is called the “Royal Gate” from which only the priests should enter. 

II. The Iconostasis 

· The Sanctuary is separated from the nave by an iconostasis (carrier of the icons). 

· It is not a divider (like in the tabernacle), but a means to get into the Holy of Holies (by the prayers of the saints). 

· The Icons are arranged in a specific order on the iconostasis: 

· On the right side: Christ, John the Baptist, the Saint of the church, and any Saint or Martyr, or any biblical event. 

· On the left side: The Theotokos (Mother of God), the Annunciation (of Christ’s birth), Archangel Michael, and St. Mark. 

· Above: The Last supper, surrounded by the 12 disciples. 

· Above them is Christ crucified, with St. Mary at His right and St. John at His left. 

· Ostrich eggs are suspended in between them. Eggs in general represent Resurrection (life inside a tomb). 

· Lighted oil lamps are hung in front of all the icons, except Christ because He is the light of the world. 

III. Icons in the Church 


Around the nave of the church, the rest of the icons are placed in a specific order: 

· From left to right: Angels, St. Mary, St. John the Baptist, Disciples (most of those mentioned above are already on the Iconostasis), Old Testament Saints, Apostles, Martyrs, Confessors, and New Testament Saints. 

Applications: 

· Every time you enter God’s house, be glad that you’re counted worthy of entering such a holy place that resembles heaven. 

· Be glad when people tell you, “Let’s go to church” (as the verse says). 

· Be always eager to go to church, to make others glad also. 



THE COPTIC ORTHODOX ICONOSTASIS(

In spite of successive waves of burning and demolition suffered by the Coptic Orthodox Church of Alexandria, it is still rich in ancient Iconostasis. Typical examples are found in the Churches of Old Cairo: St. Sergius and The Holy Virgin Mary (The suspended Church).

THE DOORS:

The Coptic Iconostasis usually has three doors:

1. The Royal Door to the Principal Sanctuary.

2. Two other doors for the side Sanctuaries.


The Royal Door existed since the early generations of Sanctuary Screens. It is named "Royal" because it is through this door that the Priest selects the "Lamb Bread" which will be transformed into the Lamb's Body.


The three doors in the Iconostasis refer to the Holy Trinity in declaring the reconciliation between God and man.

Only the Clergy are allowed to enter through the Sanctuary doors. Sometimes there are other side doors through which the Deacons may enter for the processions of the Feasts.


Upon entering the sanctuary, the Priest must go through the Royal door on the right hand side, and step in with his right foot, facing the Altar with his bowed head. When stepping out, he leaves through the Royal door on the left side, with his left foot, keeping his eyes fixed on the Altar. This is to confirm that the inner eyes are focused upon the Throne of God.


The keys to these doors are usually kept with the Archdeacon. The doors are usually decorated with Icons and some Verses (Psalm 23:9 - Psalm 147:12,23 - Psalm 118:19,20).


Folding doors were found in some Coptic Iconostases, as in the Church of St. Mary, in the Syrian Monastery in Wadi Natroun, and also in the Monastery of Anba Bishoy. They can completely veil the sanctuary when closed and fully exposed it when opened.

THE WINDOWS:


In the ancient Churches, there existed two small windows on each side of the Sanctuary doors, at a level of one and a half meter from the ground. They were originally used during the time of persecution, when two Deacons watched the Church for any attack and notified the Priest to hide the Sacrifice. Sometimes, these windows were used for giving Communion.

THE POSITIONS AND ORDER OF THE ICONS ON THE ICONOSTASIS:

These follow a certain tradition:

· When facing the Iconostasis, on the right side of the Royal Door, we can see:

· The Icon of our Lord Jesus Christ, holding a page of the Gospel on which is written, "I am the Good Shepherd," because He is the unique Gate leading to the Heavenly Kingdom and the Good Shepherd Who opened the gates of Heaven.

·  The Icon of the Forerunner, St. John the Baptist
·  The Icon of the Patron Saint of the Church
·  Selected Icons of Saints and Martyrs
· On the left side of the Royal Door, we can see:

· The Icon of the Holy Virgin Mary, the Theotokos, the Mother of God. She represents the whole Church and the Queen who sits at the right hand side of the King, Jesus Christ.
· The Icon of the Annunciation
· The Icon of the Archangel Michael
· The Icon of St. Mark the Evangelist
· A selection of Icons of famous Apostles
· Directly above the Royal Door, the Icon of the Last Supper is mounted. This signifies the office of Christ as a Priest.

· On both sides of the above Icon, we usually find the Icons of the twelve Disciples. This gives the apostolic feature of the Church.

· On the top of the Iconostasis, a Cross is mounted, as it was written, "... Before whose eyes, Jesus Christ hath been evidently set forth, crucified among us." (Galatians3:l).

· The Icon of the Virgin Mary stands on one side of the Cross.
· The Icon of St. John the Divine stands on the other side.

THE VIGIL OIL LAMPS:


Before every Icon a vigil lamp is hung. These are known as the "Lampadas." They resemble the light of Christ that shines through His Saints. The exception to this is the Icon of the Lord Jesus Christ, for He is Himself the Light that illuminates the entire Church. There is also a constantly lit vigil lamp hung in front of the Niche on the Eastern side of the Tribune, representing the star that led the Wise Men to the Manger.

THE OSTRICH EGGS:


A main feature that distinguishes ancient Coptic and Greek Churches is the Ostrich Eggs. They are suspended before the Iconostasis between the Icons. Eggs generally held a symbolic meaning in the early Church, as a hope of resurrection or the risen spiritual life in Christ. There is a traditional belief that the Ostrich, after laying her eggs, must keep looking at them in order to speed up their hatching. So, when we go to the Church, we have to concentrate all our thought and attention to the Divine worship, leaving behind us all earthly worries.
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
 NAME: ____________________________
first                                        last                                                       .
The Carrier of Icons (Iconostasis) 
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Verse to memorize: 

	How lovely is Your tabernacle, O Lord of hosts! My soul longs, yes, even faints for the courts of the Lord.

Psalm 84:1-2


1. The Iconostasis separates the ____________________ from the Nave of the Church.

2. The icon of the Theotokos should be hung to the ______________ side of Christ’s because she is the Queen sitting next to the King.

3. Where on the Iconostasis should the icon of the Last Supper be mounted?


4. Who can use the Royal door to enter or exit the Sanctuary? (Circle all that apply)

a) The Bishop

b) The Priest

c) The Deacon

d) The Congregation

e) Anyone

5. Which icon should not have an oil lamp in front of it? Why?


6. Number the icons placed on the left side of the Royal Door in the correct order:

[     ] Archangel Michael

[     ] Holy Virgin Mary

[     ] St. Mark the Evangelist

[     ] The Annunciation

7. Why are Ostrich eggs suspended in front of the Iconostasis?











































( Notes from the Seminary course Liturgical Studies I, Very Reverend Hegumen Felimon Mikhail, Archangel Michael Coptic Orthodox Church, Santa Ana, CA, U.S.A.
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