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A Reflection on "The Question of Images"


	Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger's book The Spirit of the Liturgy devotes a chapter exploring "The Question of Images".  There he examines the role of sacred art in the history of Judeo-Christian worship.  He starts with the tradition of Jews, beginning with God's commands forbidding graven images and yet directing them to adorn the Ark of the Covenant with two golden cherubim.  This reveals that art is meant to play a role in our worship, but that God, and not images in themselves, must be the object of our adoration.  The cherubs who face the mercy seat serve to aid the Jews in their worship by pointing to God provided these man-made figures do not become idols.


	Ratzinger goes on to describe the way in which images were employed in Jewish synagogues at the time of Jesus.  "They were by no means regarded as mere images of past events, as a kind of pictorial history lesson, but as a narrative (haggadah), which, while calling something to mind, makes it present." (p. 117)  He next explains how the early Christians followed this lead in their expressions of sacred art.  


"The Christian images, as we find them in the catacombs, simply take up and develop the canon of images already established in the synagogue, while giving it a new modality of presence.  The individual events are now ordered toward the Christian Sacraments and to Christ himself.  Noah's ark and the crossing of the Red Sea now point to Baptism.  The sacrifice of Issac and the meal of the three angels with Abraham speak of Christ's Sacrifice and the Eucharist.  Shining through the rescue of the three young men from the fiery furnace and of Daniel from the lions' den we see Christ's Resurrection and our own.  Still more than in the synagogue, the point of the images is not to tell a story about something in the past, but to incorporate the events of history into the sacrament." (p.117)





	The Christocentric view of time considers the saving life and works of Jesus Christ to be the center of history.  All that comes before is a prefigurement of Jesus, and all that comes after is a reflection of Him.  The early Christians evidenced their belief in the former when they recognized Jesus hidden in the Hebrew scriptures and depicted Him as such in their artworks.  Later Christians expressed their belief in the latter in their artistic depictions of the saints, who are reflections of Christ as His living Body.  As Ratzinger writes, "The images of biblical history have pride of place in sacred art, but the latter also includes the history of the saints, which is an unfolding of the history of Jesus Christ, the fruit borne throughout history by the dead grain of wheat."  (p.132)  


	Unfortunately our venerated saints, the role-models the Church offers as examples of people who have lived as Christ in the world, may not point the consciousness of many people back to Jesus, in history or the sacraments.  This is no failing of the saints but of the way many perceive them.  Canonized saints (by their nature) lived and died in the past.  The modern mind mistakenly regards the past as antiquated.  People often feel that the lives of saints were either too easy ("they lived in simpler times") or too extraordinary in achievement ("I could never be a saint") to have relevance to their lives.  What if these people could be shown that the saints do not belong to the past, but that tomorrow's saints live among us today--that they themselves can become great saints in their very own lives?.  Can they be shown that the ordinary events of their lives can have a profound value and dignity through Christ?


	Reflecting upon the subject, my personal appraisal is that too many of today's American Catholics have yet to recognize the connection between the life of Jesus and their everyday lives.  They believe in God, but Jesus is confined to church on Sundays and an ancient time.  Perhaps sacred art can be used to bridge this gap between faith and everyday life.  Just as the early Christians used art to connect their past heritage to Christ, so modern day Christians may be able to recognize the connectedness of their present lives to Christ's.  What form could this kind of sacred art take?  A church's stained glass windows comes to mind as a suitable medium of expression.  


	Imagine what follows as a design for a sequence of windows depicting the Sorrowful Mysteries of the Rosary.  The upper and dominant portion of each the window depicts the historical Christ event, while the lower portion portrays a modern reflection of what is above.  The first window shows Jesus in the garden of Gethsemane, suffering but resolved to do God the Father's will.  Below a woman kneels at her bedside.  Her palms are open and apart, her eyes are raised and sad.  The second window has Jesus at the pillar, cut and wounded by the lashes.  Below a boy walks downcast away from a few of his peers.  Behind him they are mocking, laughing and pointing at him.  In the third window, Jesus is being crowned with thorns as he stands next to Pilate and Barabbas.  Pilate faces forward, standing between the two men, with his hands upturned like scales.  In the window below a wooden crucifix with a metal corpus is depicted lying next to a worn-out one-hundred dollar bill.  The fourth window shows Jesus struggling to carry his cross up to Calvary.  Below an old, woman lies in a hospital bed hooked into an IV.  An old man at her bedside sadly holds her hand.  The fifth and final window displays Jesus crucified.  Below a priest raises the consecrated Host at the elevation.


	The Sorrowful Mysteries are especially fitting for this approach because of the Church's teachings on redemptive suffering.  As Pope John Paul II wrote in Salvifici Doloris, "In bringing about the Redemption through suffering, Christ raised human suffering to the level of the Redemption. Thus each man, in his sufferings, can also become a sharer in the redemptive suffering of Christ."  That is the inspiring truth that I hope sacred art such as this could convey.  


	In The Spirit of the Liturgy, Cardinal Ratzinger writes how early Christians used sacred art to reveal Jesus' presence in their Jewish past.  He explains how later Christians depicted the saints in art to reveal Jesus' living and active presence in the age of the Church.  Perhaps sacred artwork can be employed in our times to reveal to modern Christians the extraordinary presence of Christ in their ordinary lives.


