The Nativity of our Lord

Today the Virgin gives birth to Him Who is above all
being, and the earth offers a cave to the unapproachable
One. The Angels with the shepherds chant, praising His
glory, and the magi come led by a star. For our sake
there has been born a little child, God before all ages.



The Icon of the Nativity

A. Description:

The icon of the Nativity presents the feast of the re-creation of the world. Every part of the icon ex-
presses the Divine as in a symphony. All creation participates in Christ’s birth. The whole Mystery of
salvation is expressed in the icon of the Nativity.

To help one understand the richness of the icon, it can be looked at in three sections as follows:

1. The upper section — the prophetic and theophanic aspect (heaven)
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2. The central section — the Mystery aspect (heaven and earth)
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3. The lower section — the human aspect (earth)
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shepherd
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1.1 The Angels Praising God

The Angels in the heavenly realm constantly praise God. Their lack of motion denotes peace.

1.2 The Beam: Revelation of the Holv Trinity-The Star-The Mountain

The descending Beam signifies the One Essence of God; it splits in three to show the participation of
the Three Persons of the Holy Trinity in the economy of salvation.

The star is not a celestial body. It guided the magi until they reached their destination.
The mountain suggests a hostile austere world, the result of man’s fall. The sharp rocks suggest steps
and refer to man’s ascension; yet, fallen man by his own effort has no part in heaven unless God

reaches down to him.

1.3 The Angels Bringing the Good News to the Shepherds

They announce the Good News to the shepherds first.

2.1 The Magi Bringing Gifts

They are in motion, bringing gifts; these gifts are: gold for Christ as King, frankincense for Him as
God, and myrrh for His burial.

Their ages are: one old, one young, and one in between; this denotes that God calls everyone no matter
what path they are on in life: friend or foe, young or old (that is not to imply that there are many paths,
but One).

2.2 The Baby Christ-The Theotokos-the Cave-the Manger-the Ox and the Donkey

The Baby:
In the center, the little Baby is presented in a manner in which His Divinity and His future work are
emphasized (His actual physical appearance is less detailed). His representation focuses on the pro-
phetic aspect (fulfillment of prophecy of His coming and His future work of redemption).

The baby is wrapped in swaddling clothes; this announces His death and burial. Inside the bars of the
cross in Christ's halo are the Greek letters ® ‘O N meaning “I AM” — literally, "the One Who Is",
which indicates the divinity of Jesus.

Theotokos:
The Mother of the Lord is depicted larger in size. She is resting, suggesting painless birth (birth in pain
is a result of the fall; see Genesis 3:16). Her presence emphasizes the humanity of Christ.

The three stars represent perpetual virginity (before, during, and after birth). The bed is of royal col-
ours. She is the new Eve, the Mother of all humanity renewed through Christ’s incarnation.

The Greek letters MP and ®Y by her side are abbreviations for: "M'tnp tov Ogob" (Méter tou Theou)
meaning "Mother of God".



The Cave, Manger, Ox and Donkey:

Background: the Lord referred to Himself as being the “Bread of life” and “the Bread which comes
down from heaven” (John 6:35 and 6:50). He was born in Bethlehem (which means the House of
Bread). Rachel was buried in Bethlehem. David the King and prophet was a shepherd in that area.

The cave (a real one) points to the Lord’s tomb. In that cave shepherds used to shelter their animals.
The cave also represents the Church.

The presence of the ox and the donkey refers to the Isaiah 1:3 prophecy: “The ox knows its owner and
the donkey its master’s crib; but Israel does not know Me, and the people do not understand Me.” The

presence of the ox and donkey indicate that Christ unites all humanity in His Church.

The manger refers to the altar of sacrifice from which the Bread of the Word of God is offered as food
to mankind.

2.3 The Shepherds

Shepherds live aware that they depend only on God; they care for the flock, know what it takes to han-
dle sheep (they themselves are under authority and have authority over their animals).

Some examples of faithful shepherds in the Scripture and Church are: Abel, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob,
Moses, David, St. Spyridon.

The shepherds join the angels in praising God (Doxology).

3.1 The Righteous Joseph

St. Joseph is troubled by bad thoughts at the instigation of the devil (disguised as an old shepherd). Ac-
cording to tradition, the evil one (false shepherd) is insinuating that as his cane cannot sprout buds, in
the same manner, there cannot be a virgin birth; the appeal is made to human reason alone which is in-
capable of grasping things beyond the sensible world. In this instance, the Righteous Joseph’s attitude
represents that of people in this age, facing temptations and having many troubling thoughts.

His position off to the side points to the fact that he is not the actual father. He is also of old age.

3.2 The Tree of Jesse

Jesse (means “God exists™) was the father of King David the prophet. (David means “beloved™) The
prophecy in Isaiah 11:1 says: “There shall come forth a rod from the root of Jesse, and a flower shall
grow out of his root.” The rod refers to the Theotokos and the flower to Christ. The tree concerns the
genealogy of Jesus.

3.3 The Midwives Washing the Baby

This tradition emphasizes condescension, humility, humanity, and the reality of the incarnation.

The scene supports the whole concept of the icon, and has been accepted in the iconography of the
Church.



B. Dogmatic Aspects of the Icon:

- God descending to Earth

- The miracle of the Virgin Birth

- The incarnation of the Son of God

- The sanctification of the human nature (Theosis)

- Revelation of the impact of the event on the entire creation, whose ultimate purpose is its transfigura-
tion through the Holy Spirit

C. Innovations Detrimental to the Orthodoxy of the Nativity Icon:

- the star is represented as a astronomical phenomenon; it doesn’t point to the Baby

- the cave is replaced with a man-made structure

- the ox/donkey and the washing of the Baby are missing

- many distracting elements of no significance are added: horses, camels, dogs, crowds, etc.

- the Baby has no clothes; the clothes suggest the Mystery that surrounds the Divinity of Christ,
His incarnation, death and burial

- St. Joseph is shown next to the Virgin Mary, kneeling before the Baby

- St. Joseph is portrayed as a handsome young man close in age to the Mother of the Lord; this creates
confusion about their true relationship

- the “Holy Family” representation distorts the truth of the Gospel (testified to in the Creed: “He came
down from Heaven and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary and became man.”)

- emphasis is on scene’s fantasy and sentimentality and denotes a human-centric perspective

About Iconography

Iconography has been part of the life of the Church from the very beginning. Icons belong to the Holy
Tradition along with hymnography, Scripture, services, which altogether as a whole, are the means of
sanctification in the Church and the source of wisdom. Icons are “written” by iconographers and are
holy; their veneration goes to the prototype. The elements and events of an icon start from real ones but
are presented symbolically in an atemporal manner; certain details may be ignored if irrelevant.

Icons are: archetypes of the Mystery of Theosis; through them man admires the power of the Holy
Spirit the Giver of Life. They are the Revelation of the Image of God in Man. The Icons are theocen-
tric. They are “Windows toward Heaven” (St. John of Damascus). In an icon, the Saint becomes as if
“transparent” so, without overlooking the personality of the Saint, attention is drawn to God.

Icons are not: photographs, paintings, a person’s portrait (physical or psychological), decor, didactic
material, dogmatic treatises, historical depictions (although historical persons/events are portrayed).
They can be used for teaching and supporting dogma but this is not their purpose. Orthodox icons do
not employ naturalistic elements.

After the Great Schism, and especially after the Italian Renaissance, non-orthodox iconography began
to appear and spread. Today, many efforts of recovering orthodox iconography are bearing fruit.



Reference Links

The Nativity:
http://www.orthodox.net/nativity/index.html

http://www.impantokratoros.gr/401 EDCAE.en.aspx
http://www.greekorthodoxsf.com/

The Mystery of Baptism:

http://www .saintbarbara.org/faith/sacraments/baptism/baptism.cfm
http://www.goarch.org/ourfaith/ourfaith8420
http://www.goarch.org/ourfaith/ourfaith7080

Saint and Feastday information:
http://www.goarch.org/en/chapel/calendar.asp
http://www.oca.org/FSIndex.asp?SID=4
http://www.ec-patr.org/gr/saints/
http://www.ec-patr.org/gr/typikon/
http://www.antiochian.org/
http://www.abbamoses.com/

Great Lent and Pascha:
http://www.gocanada.org/greatlent/index.htm

Icons:
http://www.orthodoxinfo.com/general/gen_icons.aspx
http://www.goarch.org/en/resources/clipart/
http://www.ocf.org/OrthodoxPage/icons/icons.html

Other resources:

http://www.myriobiblos.gr/bible/
http://www.orthodoxchristian.info/pages/main.htm
http://www.orthodoxinfo.com/
http://www.antiochian.org/book/export/htm1/8351 (a timeline of Church history)

Notes:
a) the Kontakion of the Nativity is rendered as a combination of free and literal translation in order to better reflect the
meaning of the original text.
b) the explanatory notes on the icon of the Nativity are based on the work of Fr. Dumitru Staniloae, Fr. Roman Braga,
Fr. Mihail Stanciu, Leonid Ouspenski, and Constantine Cavarnos.

-2010 -

6



