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OUR TOWER WINDOWS  (1)  

 

We start our journey in the North Aisle ï portraying Christôs Earthly 

Ministryé. 

 

THE VILLEINôS BIBLE 
 

A recent book on religious art, covering carvings in wood and stone, was 

entitled ñThe Villeinôs Bibleò. 

 

The Bible in the English language did not exist until late in the 14
th
 Century and 

for centuries after that the average worshipper was unable to read it.  Thus the 

only Bible read by most of our forefathers consisted of carved figures, paintings 

and stained glass windows and, for some, miracle plays.  Probably for some of 

the humbler parishioners of St Mary-le-Tower when their church was 

reconstructed in the 1850s, the Tower Church windows were their Bible. 

 

But of course, religious art was not created primarily to teach the illiterate.  The 

worldôs artists have been inspired since the time of the Roman catacombs to use 

their gifts to express the wonder and glory of God and of His gracious work 

among men and women. 

 

We are blessed with lovely examples of such art in our windows at the Tower.  

We offer here a series of short articles giving some background thoughts and 

reflections on what each window offers.  We can enjoy the beauty of each 

picture; we can reflect on the story which it tells; and above all we can rejoice 

with thankfulness for what God has done for us in the events portrayed. 

 

 

HAPPY CHRISTMAS  

 

Our Tower Christmas window shines happily over the Childrenôs Corner.  The 

splendour of the upper part draws our attention, but the story begins in the lower 

left-hand panel. 

 



Unlike many great paintings of the Annunciation ,Mary is now shown face to 

face with the Angel Gabriel but turns half-way towards him as if her desire to 

offer willing obedience wrestles with a dread, and even horror, of what her 

submission could cost (Matthew Chapter 1 tells of an angel appearing to Joseph 

to reassure him).  Gabrielôs greeting is inscribed in the window: ñHail! Full of 

Graceò.  Would that there were room to inscribe also the response of Mary (the 

Towerôs Patron Saint) which sets the pattern prayer of all faithful Christians 

who long to see Godôs Kingdom come:  ñBehold the handmaid of the Lord; be 

it unto me according to thy wordò.  (Luke Chapter 1). 

 

The middle lower panel shows Mary, pregnant, visiting her cousin who is 

pregnant with John the Baptist.  ñAnd it came to pass when Elizabeth heard the 

salutation of Mary, the babe leaped for joy in her womb and, filled with the 

Holy Ghost, Elizabeth said: ñBlessed art thou among women and blessed is the 

fruit of thy wombò.  And Luke offers Maryôs song which became the most 

glorious hymn in the rich treasury of Christian praise ï ñMy soul doth magnify 

the Lord and my spirit hath rejoiced in God my Saviouré..ò 

 

The right-hand lower panel shows the birth of Jesus.  Joseph and Mary and the 

babe, who lies on a sheaf of corn, are alone with the ox and the ass and the 

crescent moon. 

 

How silently, how silently, 

the wondrous gift is given!ò 

 

In the centre of the main window a richly-robed king, his crown on the ground 

beside him, kneels to kiss the foot of Jesus and to offer a bejewelled golden 

vessel ï a gift for a king.  Jesus sits on Maryôs lap with His hands raised in 

blessing. 

 

On our left two more kings wait to present their gifts ï an ornate censer holding 

frankincense for the worship of a God and a horn-shaped flask of myrrh for 

embalming what was to be a crucified body.  Behind the kings are their retinues 

with a mounted escort of soldiers. 

 

On our right Joseph welcomes the shepherds, one of whom offers a lamb and 

another plays his bagpipes.  (Did a shepherdôs bagpipes provide the first earthly 

music to reach the ears of the baby Jesus?).  A shepherdôs wife offers what 

looks like a cooked chicken. 

 

In the tracery windows above are a brilliant star, more shepherds, some sheep, 

and an angel who could be conducting an unseen heavenly choir.  The wording 



under this nativity picture is ñKings of Sheba and Seba shall offerò, ñAll kings 

shall fall down beforeò, and ñNations shall serve Himò. 

 

Thank God for the shepherds and the angels and the kings (Luke called them 

strangers) and the Christmas trees and the presents and the turkeys and the 

Christmas puddings and everything which helps us to express our joy and 

thankfulness for what happened on the first Christmas Day! 

 

But above all we pause to reflect on what it was that happened.  John puts it 

thus ï ñéthat which we have heard, that which we have seen with our eyes, 

that which we behold and our hands handledéwe declare unto youéthe eternal 

life which was with the Father was manifested unto usò.  (First Epistle of John, 

Chapter 1). 

 

For thousands of years holy men had told of the almighty God who created and 

upheld the universe.  Prophets had carried Godôs word to His people.  But all of 

them knew and declared that they were messengers.  But now ï 

 

ñHe sent no angel to our race 

of higher or of lower place, 

but wore the robe of human frame 

Himself and to this lost world came.ò 

 

Here is no longer a messenger:  Jesus forgave sins, He said ñCome unto me all 

that travail and I will give you restò.  No disciple of any other prophet or holy 

man would record the prophet as saying ñI and my Father are oneò.  ñHis 

conception of His destiny, which in any other person could only be described as 

megalomania, appears in Him as natural because it is in keeping with His whole 

personalityò. 

 

On that first Christmas Day, The Word was indeed made flesh and beholding 

His glory we join the shepherds and the kings and sing ï 

 

ñWhat can I give Him? 

Give my heart!ò 
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THE PRESENTATION IN THE TEMPLE  
 

All of us knew that the shameful scrap of paper which Neville Chamberlain 

waved with ill-feigned triumph on his return from Munich in 1938 would buy 

us no more than a few months of respite.  We knew that the bombers which 

mercilessly flattened defenceless Guernica in the Spanish Civil War would soon 

be wreaking their evil on London. 

 

Whilst war clouds grew darker day by day a London mother-to-be felt the child 

stir in her womb.  When Hitler marched into Poland she was rushed with her 

ready-packed suitcase by an anxious driver to an attic bedroom in a boarding-

house in crowded Reading.  Her child was born prematurely fifteen days after 

the outbreak of war. 

 

A few weeks later that mother and her husband knelt with heartfelt thankfulness 

in a tiny Bedfordshire village church for the ancient service for the 

Thanksgiving of Women after Childbirth.  They must have felt something of 

what a Jewish carpenter and his wife, also lately refugees, felt as they brought 

their baby to the Temple in Jerusalem to present Him to God in fulfilment of 

Jewish law. 

 

You can see them in the first window in the North wall of the church, 

appropriately in the Childrenôs Corner.  Their story is in St Lukeôs Gospel, 

Chapter 2 verses 22 to 39. 

 

Mary stands in the middle of the picture, clothed no longer as the carpenterôs 

wife but robed as befits the Mother of Godôs Son.  Behind Mary is a young girl 

with beautiful long golden tresses.  Who can she be?  On our left stands Joseph 

holding in one hand the basket containing the working manôs sacrifice of two 

turtle doves and in the other a lighted candle.  In the right-hand panel bearded 

Simeon holds the infant Jesus. 

 

Behind Simeon is the Temple priest.  Near the door is a blind beggar and the 

woman in the doorway could be the prophetess Anna who talked about the child 

to all who were looking for the liberation of Jerusalem. 

 

Watch as the aged Simeon, who was destined to live to see the promised 

Messiah, voices one of the loveliest hymns in the Christian treasury of praise ï 

ñLord, now lettest Thou Thy Servant depart in peace, according to Thy word.  



For mine eyes have seen Thy salvationò.  We may wonder how much Simeon 

foresees as he tells Mary ñA sword shall pass through thine own soulò. 

 

Above, an angel pulls aside the veil of the Temple to reveal the dazzling light of 

the glory of God.  Four-winged cherubim look down from the tracery windows.  

Surely the whole company of Heaven must be gazing in wondering silence as 

The Father allows two Galilean villagers to ñpresentò to Him His own Dearly 

Beloved Son! 

 

And those of us who have the high privilege of co-operating with God in the 

creation and nurture of one of His children must continually present him or her 

to the Lord and remember that they are not our possessions or extensions of 

ourselves but children of God made in His image and entrusted to us. 

 

We present our children to the Lord when they absorb almost unconsciously 

from us the realisation that God is at the centre of our lives and theirs, and that 

communion with Him in prayer and worship is as much a necessity of life as 

food and drink and is a source of true joy.  To send a child out into the world as 

it is today without such conviction could be to present him to the Devil. 

 

As Joseph and Mary made that presentation to the Lord, little could they have 

realised how rich and how costly their Present was to be! 

 

ñWe thank you Father for your Present to us of the Light who was not only the 

Glory of Israel but a Light to lighten us Gentiles.ò 

 

 

 



 
  


