
I draw your attention to the image on the front of today’s service booklet. 

For many, if not most, it will be a strange image. Quite stilted, even lifeless. Obscure figures of different 
sizes; obscure symbols and a few random Greek letters. Last year we had a picture of a sunrise on the 
front of the service booklets. The symbolism was far more obvious: dawn of a new day, start of the 
new year. So what are we to make of this image? Why choose it? 

It is an icon. Today we use the word icon quite loosely – to refer to everything from a symbol on a 
computer screen, to a sports star. But these are very recent uses of the word. For the best part of 
twenty centuries, the word icon was reserved exclusively for a particular style of eastern religious art; 
eastern art being very different from the western tradition of art. 

In fact, it’s not quite correct to call icons art at all. Visual theology would be more accurate. But this is 
not the place for a general discourse on iconography.  

Let’s go, rather, to our icon. I say ‘our’ because, in fact, the original of this icon is now situated in our 
College Chapel. It was commissioned by Aquinas College last year, a gift of an old collegian, and 
completed just last month. It will be our Marian image for the Chapel. Have a look at it when you have 
a chance. It is quite stunning, especially the gold leaf that occupies most of the surface, and the vibrant 
reds of Mary’s garment and shoes – the colour being a symbol of her humanity, and of love. 

The title of the icon is there at the top, written in Latin. Sedes Sapientiae. It means ‘Seat of Wisdom’. 
Mary is depicted in a stylised way on an ornate throne, presenting Jesus to us.   

This image is traditionally associated with universities and centres of higher learning. Indeed some of 
the oldest European universities have a version of it as their emblem, or coat of arms. 

There is a great deal of symbolism in the image – its colours, the various elements of the picture, the 
gestures being made by each of the figures in the icon. But we can look at all this symbolism another 
time. 

Wisdom, or Holy Wisdom, is what it’s about essentially. That’s also what our Scripture readings are 
about today. In the Bible, wisdom, true wisdom, is seen to be a Divine quality – literally Divine, that is 
God-like. To be wise, is to be holy; to be wise, is to be God-like. Interestingly, the word is feminine, in 
Greek, Sophia.  In the icon, Mary, a woman, is depicted as the one filled with wisdom. 

Whether you’re beginning your university studies this year, or completing them, or you are 
somewhere in between, it is likely you will learn a lot. I hope you do; it’s why you’re here. You will 
acquire specialist knowledge and develop expertise in particular skills that will be required in your 
professional career. That’s all important, indeed essential for you.  

Along with that, nonetheless, you have the additional opportunity to grow in wisdom, which really 
means to grow in genuine humanity. We learn from Scripture than humanity has been created in the 
image of God. Another way of saying this is to say that the more human we are, the more God-like we 
are.  

Knowledge without wisdom can be a quite dangerous thing. Skill without wisdom can become 
perversely evil. More likely, however, a lack of wisdom will just leave you a rather shallow person. 

We are not about that here at Aquinas. Our hope is that your experience of the Aquinas community 
this year will allow you to move a little further along the path of wisdom – to be a person of depth 
rather than shallowness, of purpose, of values, of character. And ultimately of love – because the 
wisdom that is God is essentially that. And this world is in such dire need of people whose primary 
motivation and guiding star is love. As is represented in our icon by those vibrant reds that Mary is 
wearing.  


