
Icons: Prayers Without Words 

Twice my sister-in-law and brother-in-law invited me to attend a talk on Icons and Icon painting 
being given by the Rev. Christopher Perins, a priest attached to the Liverpool Diocese,  
on both occasions I couldn’t go, then they told he was leading a week long Icon painting retreat at 
Rydal Hall in Ambleside, a retreat centre run by the Carlisle Diocese.  A telephone call to Rydal 
revealed one place left on the course and a room available ……so feeling nudged in that direction 
…. I booked from there my interest has grown along with my understanding of the place Icons can 
have in prayer. I have now attended 4 icon painting retreats 

Just a little of my backstory - my in-laws thought I might be interested in Icons because my 
background is in  Art both creating it and teaching others. The teaching included Art History as 
well as all manner of ways of making art in all sorts of media / materials. The Art History I was 
taught and that which I taught to others focused on Western Art with just a passing reference to 
Byzantine and Eastern art but Icons didn’t feature. My spiritual background comes from being 
brought up in a Baptist family, for a while attending a Church of England secondary school and 
there discovering the Book of Common Prayer and much later in adulthood becoming an Anglican 
… but again icons did not feature 

 I will try to explain a little of what I have learnt and what they have come to mean to me.
 
An icon represents the whole of creation ... it is made by human hands and created from elements 
given or provided by the earth. For example they are painted on wood with paint made from 
powdered earths and stones bonded together with egg. Each of the many, elements used to create 
an icon is a representative of some part of creation and has a symbolic meaning in Christian faith.

As a child I was taught to put my hands together and close my eyes and say my prayers but now I 
have learnt that there are other ways to pray. Praying with icons can be a prayer without words 
that involves keeping our eyes wide open and taking into ourselves what the image visually 
communicates. It is not about what we see in the icon it is about what we  -  feel  -  learn  -  
discover - see through it ... that might be a wordless feeling … emotional response.

A few words about each of the icons I have written - icons 
are said to be written not painted.  With beginners...  
Christopher ... guides his students through making a copy 
of Christ Pantocrator ( meaning ruler of all   .... the 
almighty ). I knew I was going to be out of my comfort 
zone because to copy or make a copy of a painting is very 
alien to me and totally against my artistic grain of 60 years, 
I just had to do as I was told.

There was a telling, wordless, moment of realisation when I 
painted this first icon, and I began to understand. The 
moment came almost at the end, when it was time to paint 
the eyes of our icons. I had spent the week prayerfully and 
with faith in my guide doing what I was told, then when it 
came to the eyes .... I did use my artistic experience, and 
turned my work upside down, to disengage the critical side 
of my brain, and think about a collection of shapes and lines 
... not eyes.
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On completion of the shapes and lines, I turned it round and made eye contact with or through 
the image of Christ to something powerful which looked deep into my soul and challenged me ... 
posed questions ...  It was a moment of revelation ..... there was something an icon could help me 
to connect with.   That took me back to further Icon Painting Retreats. 

On Friday afternoon of the retreat the finished icons were placed on the altar in the chapel at 
Rydal Hall and Christopher led us in a service of blessing .... our Icons were complete.

If you return to a second retreat with Christopher you make a copy of an icon of the Mother of 
God, by using Pantocrator and the Mother of God, he gives his students the experience of working 
from ...with ... through … the two classic iconic images. For me it was the Tolga Mother of God 
that was my second experience of icon painting which followed just a year after the first. 

The icon derives its name from the place were it appeared in 
1314 on the river Tolga in Russia and were a monastery was 
built to house it.  Slowly understanding of this icon came to me 
....  grew in me ...  as the week progressed and has continued to 
grow since ... to put is simply ... for me the icon exudes pure 
unconditional love ... a love that doesn’t die ... a love of 
compassionate understanding .... which is always there.   

Bob (my husband) and I always make our Christmas cards and I 
decided that year mine would use a photograph of my copy of 
the Tolga Mother of God. 

A very recently bereaved church friend came to me and said 
“thank you for your card it made my day” ... it was the image of 
the icon that had linked / communicated love and compassion.  

Many months after Christmas when visiting relatives who share 
our Christian faith I noticed the card still sitting on the mantle 
piece .... they thought it worth keeping.  This added to my 

feeling that there was something about icons that if we take the time to open ourselves to them .... 
they can .... take us by the hand.

The process that brought into being the Daisy Hill St. James the Great icon began almost as soon 
as I returned home with the Tolga Mother of God. I had a nagging itch that I had to paint an icon to 
do with my location ... a significant ‘push’ in the direction of St James the Great came on Easter 
Sunday via a TV programme about a group following the Camino .. the pilgrims route to Santiago 
De Compostela and the shrine of St. James the Great. I looked at existing icons of St James the 
Great to work from and none seemed right, they were not the Daisy Hill church St. James.  A 
church with a landmark 85ft bell turret and then reading the Epistle of James ( I know it might be 
by a different James) it spoke to me of strength of character  … someone bold and … as … “in 
your face” as the bell turret of Daisy Hill.

I started working on the design trying to discover ... find ... the Parton Saint of the church I attend, 
that I had ignored and I felt we as a church had totally lost sight of. Every time I started to work I 
said the iconographer’s prayer and an adapted prayer to St. James ... based on one from the website 
of the office of Pilgrims in Compostela. 
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In November I went to Rydal Hall taking all my preparatory work, Revd. Christopher approved of 
what I had done he guided me through the process encouraging when I needed it … but  insisting 
on one addition to my design.  It had to have the Saint’s name written on it in English, however, 
because the image has the attributes / symbols of St James the Great he allowed just Saint James. 
People who know me will confirm that I do not do spelling, even simple words fly out of my head in 
stressful situations … so I had to bring myself warts and all to this icon. 

I did ask if I could fudge it and use Greek or Latin letters but was firmly told this is a saint in an 
English context you must use English. The only way was to write the letters on paper … turn the 
icon and the paper upside down treat the letters as abstract shapes .. and go for it,  hence they are 
a bit wonky, though prayerful, I was stressed.  Now I understand the halo and the name of the saint 
or event are what complete the icon,  in a sense these make the painting a holy icon rather than 
just a work of art. This stems from christians saying  Hallowed be thy name … the name is 
hallowed

The Daisy Hill St. James the Great is not a copy of an existing icon .. it is a design my hands and 
heart created through prayer ... and that ... design became a prayer in paint made by human hands 
on a prayerful retreat.

In November 2018 when I returned home from the retreat 
with the blessed icon of the Daisy Hill St. James the Great ... 
Bob was approaching the end of several months of working 
intensely on a Heritage Lottery Grant application for the 
church ... he had no time to make Christmas cards .... so I 
made them all ... using a photograph of the the Daisy Hill St 
James the Great icon.

Just before Christmas Bob sent in a grant application. This icon 
was just one prayer amongst many at that time .... that as a 
church we would somehow find the funding to restore the bell 
turret which was in immediate risk of deterioration or loss of 
fabric and had resulted in the church being placed on the At 
Risk Register by Historic England. 

Our collective prayers were answered .... we got the grant. 

A work created using egg tempera paint on a gesso ground board cannot be varnished for 9 to 12 
months because it takes that length of time to become fully dry. With my previous 2 icons I had 
taken them back to the following years retreat and varnished them.  St. James sat on a small easel 
in our home drying as had the previous 2 and my nagging itch returned … I wanted to have 
another go at the Daisy Hill St. James the Great and I could not go in November to the following 
years retreat. 

I knew Christopher was running an icon painting retreat in a new venue, Foxhill retreat house in 
Cheshire, in May 2019 just a few months later. I booked a place and returned to my prayerful and 
disciplined design work.  
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I took away the unnecessary second dark hill leaving the simple 
hill of daisies and redrew the church giving it more 
prominence. It was copied directly from the original 1879 
architects drawings for Daisy Hill church. 
The saint’s blue garment was simplified,  his shoulders 
broadened and his head redrawn to make more direct eye 
contact, better representing this “son of thunder” as Jesus 
described him. 

With hindsight I think with the first version I was suffering 
from imposter syndrome, feeling I was being very 
presumptuous after such a short experience to launch into 
designing an icon rather than reproducing or modifying an 
existing image.  I am sure those who have been creating icons 
for many years with in-depth knowledge much grater than 
mine will say I have been presumptuous but I make no apology 
it has been an important pilgrimage for me.  

In 767, at the Great Church Council of Nicaea, It was ruled 
that icons are to be written in prayer with the help of the Holy Spirit, and that icons are prayed 
through not to. The tradition is that they are said to be ‘windows into heaven’.

At the Council of Constantinople in 869 - 870 it was written in canon 3 that ... what the written 
word portrays with words the Icon portrays in colour.

When I look at the icons I have painted there is a wordless moment of - connection - feeling  -  
understanding  -  a prayer for -  that moment - that day - that situation .... that doesn’t always need 
words to express it. I find when I am not physically looking at them .... the image of the relevant 
one comes into my head when I need a still ... often wordless ... moment of prayer.

I cannot contact all the many hundreds of students I taught Art History to and say I am sorry …I 
was wrong … in my passing reference to Eastern Christian Art .. the best I can do is pass on my 
new understanding those willing to listen to me now … so thank you for reading this. 

Glenys Latham 
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