
Attention of the Christian reading public has been drawn 
in recent years to the mosaics within and around the 

apse of the Church of San Vitale, Ravenna, by the publica-
tion of a panoramic photograph of that apse as the cover 
picture for the front of every volume of the series entitled 
“Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture.”  To date 
some 27 volumes of that series have already appeared out 
of a projected total of 29,  the publisher being Inter-Varsity 
Press,  the goal being to make available the major reflections 
and observations of the writers of the early church on every 
book of the Bible.  I myself was responsible for one volume of 
this series, which has already reached a sale of nearly 16,000 
copies, and there are now translations under way of the entire 
series into Arabic, Chinese, Russian, Italian, Spanish, Pol-
ish, and Korean languages.  Hence, it is no understatement 
to say that much interest has been stimulated in the mean-
ing of this picture and its implications for patristic exegesis, 
as well as for our understanding of the Christian life today, 
and my purpose here is to indicate what this evidence may 
mean. While much has already been said by modern scholars 
in terms of the political situation at that time in  mid-6th 
century Ravenna and also about the context of many of the 
mosaics there in terms of the Hebrew Scriptures of the Old 
Testament, there is still much more to be said as to what 
these iconographic programs mean about such technical 
terms as Eucharistic worship, ecclesiology, and the evolution 
of the Canon of the Mass then.   
	 The church of San Vitale is one exemplar, albeit a 
very important one, of the seven major ecclesiastical build-
ings constructed at Ravenna within  the space of about one 
century from about 450 to about 550 AD, all of which still 
survive today.  In one sentence, the religious purpose of these 
apse mosaics at San Vitale was to portray the redemption 
of humankind in the Gospel of Jesus Christ, proclaimed as 
fully divine and fully human by the definition of the fourth 
ecumenical council of  Chalcedon in 451, linking the New 
Covenant to the Old and thus enabling the sacramental re-
enactment of this drama of salvation by means of eucharistic 
participation of the entire congregation as they joined the 
church on earth with the church in heaven.  
	 As the worshippers would approach the altar in the 
apse at San Vitale to stand for communion, which many in 

that time still did, they would see first, above, and to their left 
and right, the mosaics of Old Testament sacrifice.  On the 
NE presbytery wall and to our left, they would see the three 
angels or messengers, who in Scripture are addressed and 
then speak in the singular, appearing  to Abraham the patri-
arch and ancestor of all people of faith, at the oak of Mamre 
(as in Genesis 18).  Sarah is in the doorway, Abraham is with 
a calf, and on the table are the three cakes that Sarah has 
made, round and marked with crosses as was already being 
done for eucharistic loaves of bread by that time.  To the 
right we see the hand of God from heaven staying the sword 
over Isaac who has been prepared for sacrifice on a makeshift 
altar-table (Genesis 22.1-14).  On the other side, above and 
to the right on the SW presbytery wall, the congregation 
would see the sacrifices of Abel and Melchizedek: Abel who 
had made a sacrifice of the firstlings of his flock (Genesis 4.4) 
and Melchizedech the priest/king of God Most High, who 
had offered up bread and wine (Genesis 14.18), both pic-
tured  here at an altar on which there is a vessel of wine and 
cakes of bread that are somewhat similar to the ones made by 
Sarah that had been seen on the other side, the hand of God 
pointing favorably down from above.  
	 As others have also already noted, especially Jung-
mann and  Soubigou,1  these three instances of offering in the 
Old Testament were already being cited as precursors in the 
canon of the Mass used in eucharistic worship at that time.  
We find these citations  in the paragraph that began Supra 
quae propitio: “Upon which we pray that you vouchsafe to look 
with a favorable and serene  countenance, and to accept, even 
as you were graciously pleased to accept the gifts of your just 
servant Abel, and the sacrifice of our Patriarch Abraham, and 
the holy sacrifice, the spotless victim, which your high priest 
Melchizedek offered unto you.”  This is what the communi-
cants would have heard and prayed (at that time, the canon 
was being said, usually sung, aloud), so these  words would be 
recalled before their eyes as they understood themselves to be 
following in the footsteps of the rectitude of Abel, the faithful-
ness of Abraham, and the priestliness of Melchizedek.  

1	 Joseph A. Jungmann, The Mass of the Roman Rite, vol. II (New 
York: Benziger Brothers, 1955), pp. 1-12, 226-235;  Louis Soubigou, A 
Commentary on the Prefaces and the Eucharistic Prayers of the Roman Missal 
(Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1971), pp. 257-258. 
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	 All this was in times past, the chronological time of 
the Old Testament, but in the lower registers of the same 
mosaic picture, left and right, the worshippers would be able 
to situate themselves in the midst of the offertory of their 
own time, and thus there was a continuity of salvation-histo-
ry of which they were a part.   Here they would encounter, on 
the NE apse wall (on our left) just to the right of Abraham’s 
sacrifice of Isaac, the emperor Justinian leading his court 
in a symbolic offertory procession, the emperor depicted 
with crown and halo and presenting a paten of gold, to his 
left the archbishop Maximian, clad in full conical chasuble 
and blessing with a jewelled cross, together with the banker 
Julianus Argentarius between them, who had financed no less 
than five of the great churches of the city of Ravenna.  There 
are also two “Deacons” to their left, one holding a Gospel 
book or possibly a reliquary and the other a censer.  Neither 
shows any trace of stoles that would have identified them as 
deacons, although we do note that the apse itself is flanked 
by two chapels, the prothesis and the diaconicon, typical of 
Byzantine church architecture of this time.  To the near right 
of Justinian are two dignitaries of his court, and to his far 
right are three soldiers of the palace guard bearing a shield 
with the Chi Rho symbol of Christ (We note that already by 
the time of Theodosius II, 416, only Christians could serve 
in the imperial army).  Certainly the emperor had contin-
ued to participate in and to lead the offertory procession in 
Byzantine liturgies well beyond the end of the fourth century, 
even to the time of this mosaic, and it is also arguable that 
at Ravenna such lay participation had continued as well.  In 
the Christian west, of course, lay involvement in the offer-
tory procession continued even longer, and has been widely 
restored in recent times. 
	 Flanking the men of the imperial court but on the 
other side, on the SW apse wall and on our right (the side 
where women would have been expected to congregate 
if they were not standing in the matroneum above on the 
second level), the worshippers would have seen the empress 
Theodora and the women of her court, all likewise in icono-
graphic frontal pose.  Theodora, also depicted with crown 
and halo, presents a large bejewelled and golden chalice, and 
her crown and jewels and comparatively larger stature all 
serve to emphasize her royalty.  We note the Magi depicted 
on the hem of her purple robe, offering gifts as does she, and 
all of them bowed in the gesture of proskynesis or veneration.  
In the context of Ravenna at that time this emphasis upon 
God as three-in-one could only be seen as an affirmation of 
catholic orthodoxy over against the Arian heresy that seemed 
to deny the divinity of Christ.  (The notion that Justinian 
and Theodora, the emperor and empress, were both present 
at the church’s consecration has been discredited).    

	 In the apse above and behind the high altar, sits 
Christ enthroned upon a globe as Lord of Lords and King of 
Kings, young and beardless and ageless, fully divine as well as 
fully human, an exemplar of the truth that the Arians had de-
nied, and on his garment we see the emblazoned letter Z, or 
ZETA, standing for Zoe, the Greek word for Life, and thus 
for Christ as Eternal Life over against the Arian claim that he 
was merely created within the temporality of human time.  In 
his left hand he holds the Book of the Seven Seals (from the 
Apocalypse), while  the founder of the church, Bishop Eccle-
sius of Ravenna, presents a model of it to him, and Christ 
in his right hand extends the crown of martyrdom to San 
Vitale, the somewhat legendary patron of that church, while 
the four rivers of paradise emerge below Christ’s feet.  
	 All this iconography, then, comprises the most obvi-
ous biblical and ecclesiological contents of the apse mosaics 
of San Vitale, and not a few writers have commented upon 
them, most notably Friedrich Deichmann.2  But there are 
also deeper meanings, more theological and more liturgical, 
more directly connected to Archbishop Maximian who was 
the master of this iconographic program, that have received 
less notice.  I think they can be gathered in response to three 
questions: 1) Who seems to have been the author of this 
overall schema?  2) Why is there no representation of the 
sacrifice of Calvary within it?  3) What is the meaning of the 
angels supporting the lamb in the vault of the presbytery? 
	 The Ravenna scholars Giovanni Montanari and 
Otto von Simson3 both seem correct in the assertion that 
there was indeed (as we might say today, to borrow a mod-
ern phrase) an “intelligent design” behind much of the 
iconographic program that we have been discussing, namely 
Maximian, who was archbishop from 546 to 556 but man-
aged to get into the mosaic panel together with his emperor.  
Although none of Maximian’s  written works seem to have 
survived, we do know from the historian Agnellus that 
Maximian compiled a large volume of  “missals for the whole 
cycle of the year and of all the saints,” and from this and other 
evidence it can be  inferred that the liturgy of Ravenna of 
his time did differ somewhat from that used in Rome then, 
even the canon itself incorporating certain features of the 
Ambrosian and Byzantine traditions.  It has been plausibly 
suggested, nonetheless, that the Ravenna mosaics themselves, 

2	 Friedrich Wilhelm Deichmann, Ravenna, Hauptstadt des Spätan-
tiken Abendlandes (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1969), vol. I, pp. 

234-243.

3	 Giovanni Montanari, Mosaics, Worship, Culture: Religious Culture 
in the Mosaics of the Basilicas of Ravenna (Ravenna: Opera di Religione 
della Diocesi di Ravenna, 2000), pp. 31-41;   Otto G. Von Simson, Sacred 
Fortress: Byzantine Art and Statecraft in Ravenna (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1952), pp. 20-24.



and especially those of San Vitale, constitute, in a nonliter-
ary way, Maximian’s own commentary upon the Mass and 
the evolution of eucharistic worship there at that time, by 
which the congregation is visually situated within it.  	
Why then do these mosaics present no representation of 
Christ’s self-offering upon the cross?  Of course we shall 
never know for sure, but at least one possible explanation is 
that the eucharistic offering itself was already being under-
stood as the continuation and extension of that which was 
anticipated in the Old Testament pre-figurations of sacrifice 
and then achieved in the self-offering of Christ, and that that 
which was begun back then is now being continued on the 
Christian altar as its action is joined to the eternity of God 
on high. It is we who do now what He did then.  In an anach-
ronological way, it is almost as though the words of Thomas 
Aquinas are being formulated some 600 years before their 
day: “Types and shadows have their ending, for the newer 
rite is here.”  But Augustine had already made a similar point 
many centuries earlier when he remarked that the sacrifice of 
Christ’s body and blood “superseded all the sacrifices of the 
old covenant, which were offered as a foreshadowing of what 
was to come.”4

	 The eucharistic offering of Christ’s Body and Blood 
was not of course just left on the altar, but in the old canon 
of the Mass at that time it was understood to be related to 
the act of communion and linked to heaven by means of the 
prayer Supplices  te rogamus that followed immediately after 
the Supra quae propitio prayer (which mentioned the Old 
Testament precursors of sacrifice and  to which we have 
already made reference). As Jungmann remarks, “A gift is fully 
accepted not when it has drawn to itself a friendly glance, 
but when it is actually taken into the recipient’s possession.”5   
This Supplices te rogamus part of the text of the Mass canon 
went as follows: “We beseech you, almighty God, command 
these to be brought by the hands of your holy angel to your 
altar on high in the sight of your divine majesty, so that as 
many as shall receive the sacred Body and Blood of your Son 
from participation of this altar may be filled with all heavenly 
benediction and grace.”  This we see imaged above us at the 
top of the vault of the presbytery (at the top of the ACCS 
panoramic view), where Christ is the Eucharistic Lamb and 
where there are four angels, not just one.  Already in the late 
4th century there was a variant of the Roman canon known 

4	 The City of God 17.20 (transl. Henry Bettenson; Harmonds-
worth: Penguin Books, 1972, p. 756).

5	 Joseph A. Jungmann, The Mass of the Roman Rite, vol. II (New 
York: Benziger Brothers, 1955), p. 231.

to Ambrose in Milan in the text of his De Sacramentis6 that 
read “by the hands of your angels” (per manus angelorum tuo-
rum), and although there is no evidence that this text (with 
angels in the plural) was being used in Ravenna at that time 
it does nevertheless seem possible that it may provide some 
clue as to why there are four angels here rather than one.  It is 
also noteworthy that there are four angels as well, supporting 
the Chi Rho monogram of Christ, in the cupola of the earlier 
archiepiscopal chapel at Ravenna, dated between 494 and 
547.  Whatever the reason for the four angels rather than the 
one angel of the classical Roman canon of the Mass, they do 
point back to an earlier and more pluralistic tradition, which 
in turn gives some evidence for a greater variety of usages 
in Christ’s one church.  This variety is also indicated, per-
haps, by the circular medallions at the very top, showing  the 
twelve apostles with Christ at their center, flanked on the far 
left and right by Saints Gervasius and Protasius, purported 
sons of Saint Vitalis.
	 To conclude: the  mosaics within and around the 
apse of San Vitale offer a rich expression of such ecclesiologi-
cal themes as the unity of the Old Testament with the New, 
the linkage of heaven and earth in Eucharistic worship, the 
participation of all God’s people in that offering, and the 
continuing centrality of Christ as both human and divine. In 
addition to providing a text to be seen and heard, they also 
serve to invite and incorporate those who are worshipping by 
means of the visual or iconic evidence that portrays what is 
happening.   	
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6	 4.6.27 (SC 25, Editions du Cerf, Paris 1949, ed. B. Botte, p. 86).


