Sermon at Norham Church 
All Saints, 2nd November 2025


A version of Mark 15.33-39


In a few minutes we will dedicate the new curtains behind the chancel arch.  They’re new to Norham Church, but they’re an old pair of curtains, and some people might have thought, ‘Why should I go to church to see an old pair of curtains?  I’ve got plenty of those at home!’  Ah, but these are not just any curtains, and they’re not even M&S curtains!  They are, you might say, miraculous curtains, because there’s more to these curtains than meets the eye.

In Biblical times, the most holy part of the temple was hidden behind a veil, and, as we heard in our Bible reading, when Jesus died on the cross, ‘Something very mysterious happened in the temple: the enormous curtain that usually kept people out of the most special room tore in two, from top to bottom.’[footnoteRef:1]  Jesus was in the job of breaking down barriers and, in his death on the cross, he broke down the barrier that separated people from God. [1:  Bob Hartman, The Storytelling Bible, Story 77: Crucifixion.] 


And so, you might ask, why has a kind of barrier been put back up in Norham Church?  In the past, in Norham Church, as in many churches, there used to be a rood screen, which separated people in the nave from the chancel and the sanctuary.  The rood screen represented the barrier between the ordinary things of earth, and the spiritual things of heaven.  By installing a curtain, are we not re-creating that barrier?

Well, yes and no.  In practical terms, the curtain, when closed, will, we hope, make the church a warmer place – not toasty and warm, because this is, after all, a medieval building, made of huge amounts of stone, but warmer nonetheless.  When the under-pew heaters are on, then the warm air rises in the nave, and a cold draught blows down from the east end of the church, making some people, and especially the choir, feel even colder.  By closing the curtains, we cut down on the draught, and reduce the space within the church that needs to be heated.  So the curtain should make the church a warmer place for worship, concerts and other events.  In other words, it should help more people to draw closer to God.

In spiritual terms, in Orthodox Churches, there is what’s called an iconostasis, or screen, between the main body of the church, and the sanctuary, where the bread and wine are consecrated during the Eucharistic Prayer, and become the body and blood of Christ.  The iconostasis is not so much a barrier, but more of a window between earth and heaven.  Let me tell you a mystery!  A sacrament is an outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace, and God makes himself specially present in particular places, and particular things (such as the sanctuary, and the sacramental bread and wine) as a reminder that God is present in every place and everything.

And here is another mystery.  God makes himself present in everything, but God conceals himself in his revelation, not least for our own protection.  If God were to reveal himself in all his glory, then (a) we could not bear to be in his presence, any more than we could stand beside the sun, and (b) we would have no choice but to believe in God.  And so God conceals himself in his revelation, so that human beings have the freedom of choice, whether or not to search for God, and to grow in the knowledge and love of God.

So the curtains, when closed, will remind us that the whole world, including the natural world, is a kind of veil, which both reveals and conceals an inner, or deeper, reality.  This is the meaning of the line in the carol, ‘Hark! the herald angels sing’, 

Veiled in flesh the Godhead see:
Hail, the incarnate deity.

Those who met Jesus in his time on earth were looking at God, as a human being.  What they saw was a human being, but they were looking at God, ‘veiled in flesh’, as it were.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  See Hebrews 10.20.] 


The author of the letter to the Hebrews said of Jesus, after he had ascended to heaven, 

We have … a sure and steadfast … hope that enters the inner shrine behind the curtain, where Jesus, a forerunner on our behalf, has entered.  (Hebrews 6.19‑20)

And, where Jesus has led, we can follow.  In the words of a verse from our closing hymn,[footnoteRef:3] [3:  ‘Amazing grace’.] 


Yes, when this flesh and heart shall fail, 
and mortal life shall cease: 
I shall possess, within the veil, 
A life of joy and peace.

So the curtains behind the chancel arch are rather like the wardrobe in The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe.  They represent a kind of gateway to another world, not the land of Narnia, but the Kingdom of Heaven, ‘a life of joy and peace’.  

The curtains behind the chancel arch represent a new lease of life, in more ways than one.  Because the curtains themselves have been given a new lease of life, by being put to good use.  And the curtains will give a new lease of life to this church, by making it a warmer place for worship, concerts, and other events.

The installation of the curtains is a down-payment, if you like, on the St Cuthbert’s Project, which aims to improve the heating, lighting, seating and heritage interpretation at Norham Church, in order to make the church building more user-friendly and more useful to the wider community.  You can read more about this on the board at the back of church.

And, last but not least, the installation of the curtains is a symbol of community involvement and partnership working.  Later on, I will be saying thanks to The Maltings, who kindly donated the curtains to Norham Church; to the Concert Planning Group, who are kindly meeting the cost of additional materials; and to several individuals, who have generously devoted a huge amount of time and effort over the past few days and weeks.

[bookmark: _GoBack]So the curtains behind the chancel arch are not just a pair of old curtains.  They represent the presence of God beneath the surface of everything we see in the world around us.  They represent a new lease of life in the Kingdom of God, which is hidden away, not far away.  And that new lease of life is a present reality, in the curtains themselves, and in the wonderful way in which people have worked together, for the sake of this church and the wider community.
