The Story

of

The Windows

at

St. Luke
“The supreme task of the Christian Church is to receive, maintain and perpetuate our Christian inheritance.” This was the statement prepared by the artist who designed the windows of St. Luke. The windows were designed for the St. Luke sanctuary and executed by Henry Lee Willet of Willet Studios (now Willet Hauser, the largest stained glass studio in North America) in Philadelphia.  Willet windows were created for many of the major churches and cathedrals in the United States including the National Cathedral in Washington, D.C. and other prominent places of worship throughout the country.  

They were placed in the sanctuary which was erected after the fire of Mother’s Day, 1942, which totally destroyed the buildings of St. Luke Methodist Episcopal Church, South, which had been erected in 1897.  The sanctuary that burned was beloved by its congregants and the members in St. Luke who were alive then vividly recall its windows as being jewel-like in color.  The sanctuary, constructed during the Victorian period, was full of dark wood and set off the rich brilliance of the windows in a striking way.  The new sanctuary was “modern”—although built in a very traditional architectural style—Georgian—and as such the sanctuary was conceived as being light and airy rather than somber and dark.  The windows were much less formal and more free in style.  

The windows are constructed so that as you enter the nave, or the main part of the sanctuary, from the narthex, the entrance facing Second Avenue, and look counter-clockwise, you can follow a history of the church from the creation of the world to the birth of the Methodist Church. 
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Window No. 1

As one faces the altar at the eastern end of the nave, the story begins in the windows toward the right.  The first window starts with the Creation (Gen 1-2).  God is represented looking down on the things which he has created and sees that they are good and perfect. Mortals, created in God’s own image, are represented by Adam and Eve.


The fall of humankind is depicted by the serpent.  The act allows sin into the world, and the lion and the lamb which are lying together will no longer live in peace.  Our salvation will be through the birth of the Messiah.  

In the center panel is the figure of the patriarch Abraham with his son, Isaac (Genesis 22).  There is a fond embrace before he takes Isaac to the altar of sacrifice.  God spares Abraham the sacrificing of his son, because his faith, when tested, proved true.  The ram which was to take the place of Isaac is caught in the thorns.  This event represents one of the first promises of God that a Savior would come to save the world. In the border are Hagar praying at the side of her son and Abraham’s wife, Sarah, representing the two great covenants: to Ishmael and to Isaac (Genesis 16, 18).

In the bottom panel Moses receives the Ten Commandments from God (Exodus 20). Bordering the scene, Moses kneels by the burning bush, with his shoes off, to receive his commission from God to go back to Egypt and to lead the children of Israel from their captivity. With his brother, Aaron, Moses casts his staff before Pharaoh.  Below, the children of Israel are shown gathered around the golden calf, while Moses is on Mount Sinai.

Window No. 2

The top panel portrays the young shepherd, David (I Samuel 16), depicted with a lyre because he was a renowned poet and singer to the extent that his name is associated with the book of Psalms. 

The border reveals the Ark of the Covenant, which David brought to its final resting place in the Temple in Jerusalem.  The portrayal of David and Jonathan depicts their close friendship (I Samuel 18).  The defeat of Goliath is represented by the sling and stone and the cutting off of Goliath’s head. (I Samuel 17).    

Writing in the 8th century BC, Isaiah (middle panel) saw God working a new thing for his people. A messiah, or anointed one, would come to restore the people, but this messiah would not be like the kings of old.  Isaiah gives four stirring poetic pictures of a suffering servant, whose wounds would heal his people (Isaiah 42.1-4, 49.1-6, 50.4-11, and 52.13-53.12).  Because we are Christian, we cannot help but read in these passages a depiction of Jesus’ wounds.  Isaiah is pointing across time and space to a messiah to come, whom we will know as Jesus. This Jesus is just over in the next window! The messiah is represented by a star, seen in a small pink panel on the left side of the middle section. The tongs and live coal remind us of Isaiah’s calling.


On the bottom panel we see John the Baptist with his staff, only half a cross, symbolizing that his mission was not complete.  John is depicted as standing between the Old Testament, represented by the tablets of the Ten Commandments, and Christ, represented by the Lamb of God.  
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Window No. 3

At the top is the angel announcing the birth of Christ to the shepherds (Luke 2).  In a reference to the Matthew 2 birth story, the angel directs the beam of light from the star to the stable in Bethlehem.


The middle panel below portrays the wise men presenting their gifts to the Christ. The shape of the halo or nimbus around Christ is significant.  It is a mandorla, an ancient symbol of divinity formed by the intersection of two circles.  The area that overlaps is an almond shape, the Mandorla.  Mandorla is the Italian word for almond. Early Christians used a horizontal mandorla to symbolize the intersection of earthly and heavenly. In the border, the magi follow the star in the East to the place where the Christ Child lay.  The priceless gifts appear in the opposite border panel.


Jesus’ earthly parents are portrayed as flanking him in the lower panel window.  The scene that is portrayed here is found in Luke’s gospel—when Mary and Joseph took Jesus to the temple in Jerusalem when he was about 12 years old.  They are depicted in movement, as if they were searching for him.  Mary’s worship at the temple is a sign of her extreme devotion to God: only men were required by religious law to worship at the temple.  

Symbols of the temple surround the figure of Christ:  the lamp that always burned (symbolizing God’s presence) and the scrolls containing God’s word.  Little putti decorate the bottom of the window.  

Window No. 4
The fourth window features several scenes from the Galilean ministry of Jesus.  The top panel summarizes Jesus’ teachings, including the Sermon on the Mount (Mt 5. Compare Lk 6.17, 20-23).  Jesus is pictured seated in the teaching posture for rabbis (Lk 4.20-21). Subjects of his teaching and miracles surround him:

· Jesus feeding the masses—the only miracle that is attested in all four gospels (Mt 14.16-26; Mk 6.39-49; Lk 9.9-19; Jn 6.5-15).  

· Birds of the air— Mt 6.26 and 8.20, Mk 4:30-32, Lk 8.5. 

· Lilies of the Field—Lk 12.22-32, Mt 6.23-33.

· The pearl of great price—Mt 7.1-11 or 13.44-46. 

· Giving alms in private—Mt 6.1-4. 
· Wolf (the artist’s brochure refers to this as the “wolf in sheep’s clothing, but that reference is not scriptural.) This may refer to Mt 7.15-20 or 18.12-14. 
· The house built on sand Mt 7.24-29. 

The center panel depicts Christ blessing the little children (Mk 10.9-19).  The borders show mothers bringing their children to Christ with the disciples portrayed on the opposite side.


The sea of Galilee (actually a lake, some 13 by 7 miles) features prominently in many stories.  The small panel at the upper left of the bottom third shows Jesus asleep in the stern of the boat.  The storm from Mt 8.24-27 is represented at the right of this bottom panel by lightening and at the lower left by a picture of a cloud and wind.
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Window No. 5

 
The top frame depicts Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem, an event we celebrate as “Palm Sunday”, so called because in John’s gospel, reference is made to palm branches being cut to lay before the donkey (see also Zech. 9.3). Palm-bearers and the woman who anointed Christ’s feet (Mt 26.6-13, Mk 14.3-9, Lk 7.36-50, Jn 12.1-7) appear in the upper border.


The central panel depicts the last supper.  Christ’s halo is shown with three rays, showing that he is part of the Triune Godhead, the Trinity.  Judas is escaping at the upper right hand corner of this section, notably without a halo.  He appears to the lower left of the bottom panel, again without a halo, as he kisses Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane.  The synoptic gospels all speak of the Last Supper as being the time when Jesus speaks of the bread being his body and the wine being his blood.  John’s last supper is known for one central event, the washing of the disciples’ feet, depicted at the right of the main panel.  In the synoptics, Jesus is celebrating a Passover meal with his disciples.  One feature of that meal is the singing of psalms, represented at the left of this section as a musical notation.  


The bottom scene depicts the Christ’s agony in the garden.  An angel is depicted offering Jesus a chalice.  The chalice reminds us of Jesus’ prayer to his Father, “let this cup pass from me (Mt 26.39). Three haloed disciples can be seen sleeping behind the figure of Jesus—Peter, James, and John, the same three who accompanied Jesus to the Mount of Transfiguration (Mt 17, Mk 9). John records Jesus as referring to this “cup” when he says to Peter after he cut off the ear of the high priest’s slave, “Put your sword back into its sheath. Am I not to drink the cup that the Father has given me?” (Jn 18.11).
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Window No. 6

The top panel depicts Jesus’ death on the cross, primarily as we learn of it from the gospel of John.  Jesus commits his mother (unnamed in John’s gospel) to the care of the “beloved disciple”, believed by tradition to be the apostle John.  Jesus’ aunt—Mary, the wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene are present along the centurion (Mk 15.39). The border shows Jesus bearing his cross  (Jn 19.17), the descent from the cross (Mt 27.57-61, Mk 15.42-45, Lk 23.50-56, and Jn 19.31-42), the lightning striking from the clouds, and the veil of the Temple being rent (Mt 27.51, where it is torn “top to bottom”). The words of Jesus to the beloved disciple are written on a scroll at the lower right of the top panel.  Above the cross is a representation of God, a hand with the two fingers folded down so that the thumb, index, and middle finger are extended, a representation of the Trinity.


Below is the Resurrection.  On either side of the tomb are the unconscious soldiers (Mt 28). Christ raises aloft the banner of the Church Triumphant.  On the other side is the scene in the garden where Mary Magdalene mistook Christ for the gardener (Jn 20.11-18). The grieving women are seen in the small panel to the left of the main panel.  They come on the “first day of the week” (our Sunday), the day after the Sabbath, and discover an empty tomb.  (Mt 28 and Mk 16, compare Lk 24). 


Below is the ascension of Christ, with an angel on either side, an event actually recorded in Acts 1. The border scenes reveal Thomas putting his fingers into the Christ’s wounds (Jn 20.19-25), Jesus making himself known by the breaking of bread at Emmaus (Lk 24.13-32), and by the miraculous catch of fish (Jn 21) with Peter rushing to the shore, where Christ has built a fire. 
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Window No. 7:


The top part of this window portrays Pentecost (Acts 2).  The Holy Spirit is symbolized by the descending dove, which echoes the baptism of Jesus (Mt 3.16, Mk 1.10, Lk 3.22, Jn 1.32). Peter preaches his first sermon and the great commission is represented (Mt 28.18-19). The gathered disciples behind the central figure of Peter have a red tongue “as of fire” on their heads, which seem to be sent down by the angelic beings above.

In the border we see the stoning of the first Christian martyr, Stephen (Acts 7), Peter and John starting their ministry at the Gate Beautiful (Acts 3), Cornelius praying that someone bring the message of salvation to the Gentiles (Acts 10), and Peter on the rooftop receiving the message that Christ is for the Gentiles as well as the Jews.  The animals which are unclean to the Jews are lowered with the command, “Rise, Peter, slay and eat.” To the left of the main upper panel is a reference to the namesake of this church, St. Luke.  He hears God’s Word, symbolized by the angel, and is astride an ox, the traditional symbol for Luke.


The center panel pictures Paul receiving his call to go to Macedonia (Acts 16).  Behind Paul’s shoulder is a ship, representing the sea voyages which bore him all over the Mediterranean to spread God’s good news. In the border are scenes of Paul in Athens (Acts 17) and escaping from Damascus (Acts 9.20-30).


The bottom panel shows Martin Luther working on his vernacular translation of the Bible. The dates are the span of his life. In the border Luther is tacking his 95 theses to the Wittenburg Castle Church door.  Luther’s writings were described as throwing his inkwell at the devil, depicted along with the Lutheran rose, Luther’s personal seal, and the printing press which made widespread access to the Bible possible.  Luther’s dedication to God is shown by him praying under a tree during a lightning storm.
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No. 8     The Methodist Window:

The final window has the founder of Methodism, John Wesley, depicted as a mounted circuit rider, Bible in hand.  In the border is John and Charles Wesley’s mother Susanna, a ship to represent the Wesleys’ trip to America as missionaries to the Indians of Georgia, one of the towers of Oxford University, where both Wesleys studies, the Wesley Oak at St. Simon’s Island, and an Indian man kneeling to listen to John Wesley’s message.

In the center panel Charles Wesley is composing his hymn, “Jesus, Lover of My Soul.”  An angel working the bellows of the organ represents divine inspiration for his thousands of hymns, which are sung by Christians of all denominations and represent an excellent understanding of the Methodist way of faith. In the border, a slave family listens to a message from the Methodist leaders, who were instrumental in the outlawing of slavery in England long before it became law in the United States. The Moravians are pictured with trumpets, proclaim the power of their faith.  During a particularly nasty storm on Wesley’s return to England, only the Moravians were without fear, sure that they were in God’s hands. Wesley desired this assurance for himself. It was at a Moravian meeting on May 24, 1738, that he heard a reading of Martin Luther’s Preface to the Epistle to the Romans and wrote “I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone, for salvation; and an assurance was given me that He had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.” 

The bottom panel portrays Francis Asbury, the first American Methodist bishop, kneeling in prayer.  In the border he is characterized as preaching to a great multitude.  The Christmas tree is a symbol of the first American Annual Conference, the Christmas Conference, held at Lovely Lane Chapel in Baltimore with the states listed in attendance. Also depicted are a circuit rider and an ordination service.
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