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Take a tour with us to discover Jesus in the Stained Glass windows and other
symbols at St Marks Episcopal Church, in Highland Maryland.




St. Mark’s Episcopal Church has been meeting in this location since the mid-1800s.
Our worship building is in the “Carpenter Gothic” style — indigenous to North
America, and characteristic at that time. “Carpenter Gothic” was used for homes
and other buildings as well as churches. This building is recognized as a church
because of the cross the porch, the bell tower on the roof, and the stained glass
windows.

This particular building “goes the second mile,” and cleverly tells the story of
Christianity in its details. While it is common for churches to depict Christian themes
in its stained-glass windows, this particular building goes further. Not only are the
Christian themes in the Windows, but even their arrangement is significant, so that
they tell a more integrated story. The entire arrangement is a theological statement.




One enters through a Gothic arch. The Gothic arch is more than just an attractive,
aesthetically pleasing shape. It has a theological significance.




The Gothic arch used in the doors and windows in this building are derived from the
symbol called the “vesica piscis,” Latin for the “bladder of the fish.” This symbol
pictures the intersection of two circles. The one circle symbolizes the world of the
senses, the temporal world, the earthly world, the visible universe. The second
circle symbolizes the world of the spirit, the internal world, the heavenly world, the
invisible universe. The kingdom of God is the place where these two worlds
intersect, where heaven and earth meet, where anything can happen, or what is
known in Celtic thinking as a “thin space,” where the line between the visible world
in the invisible world becomes very thin, very open, and again, where anything can
happen.




The symbol appears very commonly in Christian iconography. You'll see Jesus
standing in the center of the intersecting circles, within the “vesica piscis,” especially
in icons of the resurrection, the Transfiguration, the second coming, or within Mary
prior to his birth. In Christianity, Jesus is one who is both God and man is the
ultimate intersection of heaven and earth, the mystical union of God and the world,
the creator having become one with the creation, the reconciliation of God and
humanity.




Episcopal Dioceses like to adopt the “Vesica Piscis” as part of their logo




All of this is intended by the use of the Gothic arch, which appears repeatedly
throughout the building, especially in doors and windows.




Turn the “vescia piscis” on its side...




And you’ll recognize the familiar fish symbol. This is not the earliest fish symbol
used by Christians, which was more realistic. This stylized symbol, based on the
geometric shape, came later, and replacedthe earlier symbol.




Christians had used the earlier more realistic symbol of the fish, because the Greek
word “Ichthus” provided a convenient acronym for teaching what who Christians
believed about Jesus. The Greek word for fish, “Ichthus,” stood for a lesu Christos,
Theos, Uios, Soter. Jesus Christ, God, Son, Savior.
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Using the shape for the entry door symbolically proclaims that entering this building
is entering the space where the world of the senses comes into contact with the
world of the spirit. This is the place where the temporal world meets eternal world.
This is the space where the earthly world meets Heaven. This is the place where
the visible universe meets the invisible universe. This is where “thy kingdom comes,
on earth as it is in heaven.” This is “thin space,” where the line between the visible
world in the invisible world becomes very thin, very open, and again, where anything
can happen. To enter this space is to leave the past behind and went to the future.
To enter this space is to change the world. To enter this space is to enter Jesus
himself.
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But there is another surprise. Up above the “Vesica Piscis” — quiet, unnoticed,

probably missed by all who enter this narrow door, something else is happening.

Notice the circle above the porch, above the entry.
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The stained glass window above the “Vesica Piscis” symbolizes the Holy Spirit.
The first words of Bible read, “in the beginning God created the heavens and the
earth. The earth was without form and void, and darkness was on the face of the
deep. And the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters.” No matter
how dark, chaotic or empty is our soul, our lives, or our world, the Spirit of God is
hovering above us. We enter this place, even without knowing that the Holy Spirit
has been hovering above us, watching, calling to us, urging us to come to this place
where God is present. See that the spirit is descending upon us and upon this
place. From his head shines a ray of light, guiding us to this place, enlightening us,
transforming us by the Spirit’s fire. All of this was happening, even though we
probably never noticed.
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Finally as we enter this holy space, take note of the two stained-glass windows to
the left and to the right of the entry. We’'ll look more closely at them from inside.
Step through the door, turned here right, and look at the first window that you
passed on the starboard side of the nave.
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This window displays the symbol of an anchor. The anchor, along with the fish, was
one of the earliest of Christian symbols. The anchor suggested three different ideas
about Jesus. First is that our faith is rooted, secure, that is, anchored in Jesus.
Jesus is where we find hope and safety in the dangerous storms which we find
ourselves, especially the storm of sin and death. Second is that we have come
home, we have reached our destination, we have reached our harbor, when we
have found Jesus. Third is the irony that this symbol of hope and home carries
within it the cross. The Jews could not imagine Messiah failing to conquer Rome.
When Jesus was crucified, many who thought that he was Messiah concluded they
were wrong, including his own apostles and disciples. The Gentiles too saw the
cross as a sign of weakness and failure. Using the anchor was a powerful symbol
that claimed that the cross, the ultimate failure and disaster, had become the means
for ultimate hope and salvation.

When you kneel at the altar for prayer, you may find yourself kneeling on a cushion
identical to the stained-glass window.
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First century burial stones found in the early catacombs, engraved with an anchor
and fish. The person buried here was a Christian, whose hope for celebration was
centered in the cross of Jesus Christ, God,Son, Savior.
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Now let’s look at the window on the port side of the nave.
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Here we find the symbol of Torah, also known as the Law. Symbolized by the 10
Commandments on two tablets. If they were written in Hebrew, the two tablets
would be reversed, reading from right to left. But these are showing Roman
numerals. The symbol often shows 4 laws on one side and six on the other,
reminding us that the summary of the law is that you shall love the Lord your God
with all your heart, soul mind and strength, and that you shall love your neighbor as
yourself. The first four commandments are the love of God: you shall have no other
God, you shall not take great images, you shall not take the name of the Lord in
vain, and you will keep the Sabbath holy. The second, six commandments are the
love of neighbor: you shall honor your father and mother, you shall not murder, you
shall not commit adultery, you shall not steal, you shall not bear false witness, you
shall not covet what belongs to your neighbor.
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At the altar rail is a kneeling cushion that reflects this window.
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Turning from the two windows in the back of the church, the anchor window and the
Torah window, is a series of windows proceeding forward along both walls.
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The very first window on the port side of the nave, the left side as you proceed
forward, looks like this. This symbol is a stylized version of a monogram that shows
up in several other places throughout the church building.
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Here it is on the altar. Variations may be endless, but they are all the same
monogram. It is very common for people to mistake these for Latin letters, and to
think that these are IHS in our alphabet. Thinking they are IHS, people may
imagine, a variety of acronyms. The one I've heard most often is “in his service.”
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But these are not Latin letters, but rather, Greek. The are lota Eta Sigma (IES),

better known in us in our language as “Jesus.”
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You'll see the name of Jesus throughout our building. “At the name of Jesus, every
knee shall bow.”

24




Opposite from the Jesus window on the starboard side, parallel to “Jesus,” is
another window with another monogram of Greek letters. What looks like an “X” in
our alphabet is the Greek letter “Chi”. What looks like a “P” in our alphabet is the
Greek letter “Rho.”
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Here it is again on the kneeling cushion at the altar rail. This monogram is called the
“Chi-Rho.” it forms the first two letters of the Greek word Kristos, Messiah, or in our
language, the first three letters of Christ.
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Placed parallel to one another on either side of the processional aisle in is the
complete name, Jesus Christ. Symbolically, one comes to the altar, through Jesus
Christ. One proceeds in the life of faith through per Jesus Christ. One enters
Christianity, one enters the nation, one enters the church, by entering through Jesus
Christ.
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Turning forward from the “Chi-Rho” window notice the next two
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... first the Trinity window, and next the Alpha Omega window. These two windows
describe who we worship
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The Trinity window symbolizes the Athanasian creed, found in the book of common
prayer, on page 864. The Christian faith understands God as one being whom we
know in three persons. This diagram, in Latin, says “Deus est Pater.” God is the
father. But also, God is the son, and God is the Spirit. And it goes both ways, the
father is God, the son is God, and the Spirit is God. However, “Pater non est
Filius.” The father is not the son, the son is not the Spirit , and the Spirit is not the
father. Three distinct persons; one God, undivided, uncreated, eternal,
incomprehensible.

If only Christians were to remember that incomprehensibility is a major historic
doctrine of the Christian faith. Perhaps there would be less religious argument, if
we valued incomprehensibility, rather than insisting that our comprehension could
somehow trump another’s.
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Continuing forward from the Trinity window is the Alpha Omega window.

Alpha is the first letter in the Greek alphabet; Omega is the last letter. The Alpha
Omega monogram is another symbol for Jesus himself, taken from the last chapter
of the last book of the New Testament. There the scripture describes Jesus as
saying, “l am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end, the first and
last.” All things find their beginning and the culmination in Jesus.
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On the opposite wall, parallel to the two windows that describe who we worship are
the two windows that describe how we worship. The first is the Bible window. This
is the book that distinguishes us as Christians.

Episcopal worship is centered in Scripture. In our major worship services, Daily
Morning Prayer, Daily Evening Prayer, and the Holy Eucharist, we read first from
the Old Testament and then from the New Testament. We recite Psalms and we
read the Gospel. In our minor worship services there is always a shorter Scripture
reading. Some of our worship as communion, some of our worship has music,
some of our worship has confession, some of our worship requires a priest. But all
of our worship, regardless, always has Scripture.
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Moving forward from the Scripture window is another window with another book.

This is the Book of Common Prayer, the book that distinguishes us as
Episcopalians. Episcopalians always worship both with Scripture and the Book of
Common Prayer. These two books are our greatest treasure.
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Having entered worship through Jesus Christ,
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... having thought about who we worship
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... and how we worship
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... we come at last to the culmination of our journey.

On both sides of the aisle, the final window is the Cross & Crown window. It
appears on both sides, not just one. We Crown him with many crowns.

We began with Jesus Christ and end with Jesus Christ, the one who was, who is,
and ever shall be, the one who was crucified is crowned King of Kings and Lord of
Lords, the true Once and Future King.
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We entered holy space, called by the hovering Holy Spirit, into the space where
anything could happen. We began with Jesus Christ, and proceeded through
worship...
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... arrive at last at the Holy Table... where we gathered together...
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... to join in the great banquet...
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... therefore, let us keep the Feast. Alleluia.
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Above the altar hangs a Celtic Cross.
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Behind the altar, displayed on the Rerodos...
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... the Holy Trinity.
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In the entry way, the “Narthex,” is the Winged Lion window. The winged lion is the
ancient symbol of St Mark.
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Near the center is the baptismal font, always filled with water, the sign of our new
beginning in Jesus, in which we are cleansed, nourished, refreshed, renewed,
and...
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... commissioned for ministry, from which we are sent forth into the world.
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