
 

Icon of Christ and Abba (Abbot) Mena (5th century) Louvre, Paris  

There were two things that caught my eye when reading the gospel this week. The first is when 

Jesus tells his disciples that he has “called them friends” and the second is when He says “ I 

appointed you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last.” And the image that sprung to mind was this 

icon.  It is the oldest known Coptic icon, and depicts Christ and Abbot Mena, a Father Superior of the 

St Apollo monastery in Egypt. It is currently hanging in the Louvre in Paris where it is entitled  Christ 

and His Friend. I remember my first encounter with a copy of it in St Clement’s. It was at a Taizé 

service and Father Clive had placed it as a focus for our reflections. Christ, to the right, is slightly 

taller. In a sign of introduction and as a protective gesture, his right hand is placed on the left 

shoulder of the Abbot who can be identified by the inscription placed to the left of his halo, ‘Apa 

Mena superior’. In the icon we notice the unusual position of Christ with his arm around ‘the friend’. 

This embrace can be seen as demonstrating the change of status we have with Christ. He no longer 

calls us servants but rather friends. There is also a strong sense that Jesus encourages his friend, as 

well as the rest of us, to be his presence on the earth. I wonder if the fact the Abbot has feet 

whereas Jesus does not, alludes to the idea that we are to be his hands and his feet?  
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