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THE VEIL IN THE ROOM: The
Curtain & the Iconostasis
Rev. Father David G. Subu
This summer the altar area received a
new addition: an altar curtain. Though it is traditional to have them in Orthodox Churches worldwide, we have not had one at St. Mary’s before. Before we begin to see it in use during the liturgy, I
thought it might be helpful to share some historical
and theological reflection on this very scriptural tradition. Sometimes when we see or hear something
different in the service, no matter how small, we can
be sent for a loop and the Devil will use what was
meant for good to be a source of distraction and intrusive thoughts. That will not do.
The first thing that we should note is that the use
of the curtain in churches is actually older than the
iconostasis or icon screen, which grew up around
the chancel or simple barrier separating the altar
from the rest of the sanctuary. The curtain, or veil,
has its roots in the Temple, where it separated the
Holy of Holies from the Holy Place (Exodus 26:33;
Hebrews 9:1-5). The New Testament looks at the
structure and service of the Temple as prophetic, a
type of the Incarnation to come. In A.D. 335, Macarius, the bishop of Jerusalem, in writing to the nascent
Armenian church describes it in this context: “The
table of expiation is behind the veil, where the Holy
Spirit descends,” thus linking it with both the Old
Testament offering and the New Testament Eucharist. The use of the curtain in the New Testament
church points always to Christ. In Hebrews 10:19-22
we read the following interpretation of the veil:

Therefore, brethren, having boldness to enter
the Holiest by the blood of Jesus, 20 by a new and
living way which He consecrated for us, through
the veil, that is, His flesh, 21 and having a High
Priest over the house of God, 22 let us draw near
with a true heart in full assurance of faith, having
our hearts sprinkled from an evil conscience and
our bodies washed with pure water.
19

The fulfillment of the Old Testament worship in
Christ is through His Incarnation, Crucifixion, and
Resurrection from the dead. The Veil of the Temple
was torn in two, but that does not mean there is no
longer any Veil through which we come to God. Rather, the Veil is revealed now in His redeeming
flesh. The altar curtain, as an icon, can remind us of
that.
During the Divine Liturgy in the Slavic and Byzantine Orthodox traditions, the curtain also is used
twice. According to the Romanian Tipic Bisericesc
(Church Typikon) the curtain is closed with the
doors after the Great Entrance and both are opened
again at the Creed. Fr. Dimitri Cozby writes:
(Continued on page 2)
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sion of sins.' This word, instead of hyssop, having been dipped in the blood, sprinkles all. (Ibid.)

(Continued from page 1)

The significance of this simple action is made
clear in a phrase from the prayer the priest reads
while the curtain is closed.He asks God to "accept
also the prayer of us sinners, and bear it to Thy
holy altar, enabling us to offer unto Thee gifts
and spiritual sacrifices for our sins and for the
errors of the people."The last words echo those of
the Apostle [cf. Hebrews 9:7] and link our offering of the Gifts to his discussion of the Jewish
ritual of atonement. (The Dawn, June 1998).

The following reflection from Fr. Stephen Freeman of Oak Ridge, Tennessee (and the excellent glory2godforallthings.com blog) may also help explain
the value of the symbolic use of doors and curtains
in the liturgy:
Most especially in the Divine Liturgy (Eucharist),
the doors can have a very profound meaning (as
well as the curtain if one is used). But never are
they used to “shut us off from God.” They are used
to heighten the sense of drama in the Liturgy and
to mark certain moments as particularly “holy” if
you will. But the end of the “drama” comes with
the curtain and doors opening and the gifts of
Christ’s Body and Blood being brought forth to the
people! Nothing could be more in harmony with
the gospel.
Indeed, this liturgical action is a reminder of the
nature of our salvation. It is a gift that is given to
us, not a right, nor property common to us all. The
action of the Holy Gifts being “brought out” to us
is very much in keeping with the Gospel itself.
To be more blunt, we in America have imported
our sense of “democracy” into our liturgical sensibilities. We believe that nothing should be secret, nothing hidden, nothing marked off as set
apart. We are a nation that witnesses people on
Jerry Springer saying things that should only be
said in confession. We have no shame.

Next the curtain is closed at the Litany before the
Lord’s Prayer and is reopened at the Communion of
the faithful. According to Slavic tradition the second
closing does not occur until after the Lord’s Prayer,
with “Holy Things are for the Holy.” On most days
these are the times at which we open and close the
Royal Doors already, if you’ve noticed. Closing the
doors and curtain highlights those points of the liturgy which follow when they re-open: the Anaphora (the offering, or sacrifice) and the Communion
(our participation in the risen Lord through His precious Body and Blood). As Fr. Cozby continues:

What remains in Orthodox liturgy (and was once
present in Roman Liturgies and even some forms
of Anglican liturgies) is a deep sense of the Holy.
The movement from Old Testament to New Testament has not democratized worship or destroyed
the need for priests (Protestants are quick to speak
of the “priesthood of all believers” but end up
with no priesthood of any believers). Protestant
reform movements that utterly destroyed Rood
Screens and the architecture of medieval worship
succeeded in a drive to declare that “all things are
holy.” But just as the Puritan abolition of Christmas did not succeed in making every day as holy
as that day, such iconoclastic actions succeeded
only in creating a secular world where nothing is

And now, in the awesome solemnity of the Liturgy, we await the Holy Spirit, to fill our Gifts
with the Savior's power and glory. Behind the
curtain, the Old Testament priest used a sprig of
hyssop to sprinkle the blood of a slaughtered creature. With the curtain of our temple closed, we
prepare to receive the Body and Blood of the living Christ. Saint John Chrysostom declares,
"With this Blood not Moses but Christ sprinkled
us, through the word which was spoken; 'This is
the Blood of the New Testament, for the remis-

(Continued on page 4)
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St. Mary Orthodox Church invites you to attend our

Featuring:







Fully Catered Dinner!
Dessert Frenzy Auction!
Live D.J. spinning classic 80’s tunes from
radio, TV, and movies!
Silent Auction and 50/50 Raffle
Prizes for “Biggest Hair” and “Best 80s
Style” !
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And the clergy in their several ranks shall worship
(there), and the congregation 8outside the veil, and
the catechumens at the door, listening. 9Lest there
partitions be effaced by encroachments, let each
10remain in his own station irreproachable.
(Macarius, 228:7-9)

(Continued from page 2)

holy and no day a holy day.
I hope that this essay provides a basic introduction to the liturgical use of the Royal Doors and the
new Altar Curtain which was lovingly donated,
sewn, and installed by the Maxim family in memory
of our brother Ovidiu who has fallen asleep in the
Lord and gone beyond that final veil.

In the Coptic Orthodox Church the special service of
Great and Holy Friday, known as the “Night of the
Apocalypse,” during which the Book of Revelation
is read, special note is made that the service is
“begun with the opening of the altar curtain, which
symbolizes when Our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ
opened the gates of Paradise on the great Friday.”

Bonus Round: In the non-Chalcedonian churches
(Armenian, Coptic, Syrian, etc.) the curtain remains
the central divider between sanctuary and altar, and
these are often decorated with stunning iconography themselves. In all the churches the use of the
veil/curtain goes back to the earliest of periods. In a
commentary on the Liturgy of St. James (perhaps
the oldest form of liturgy still served) from Fr. John
Meno of the Syriac Orthodox Church of Antioch
(Eastern U.S.) we read the following:
The veiling of the altar prior to the Liturgy of the
Word represents the time of preparation before the
Christ’s coming. The reading from the Old Testament is done at this particular time in the acts taking place behind the altar curtain. The veiling at
the Fraction emphasizes the awesome moment of
our Lord’s suffering and death upon the Cross. It
also represents the darkening of the sun at the time
of the Crucifixion. (Meno)
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According to the Armenian Orthodox Church:
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During Great Lent, the altar curtain remains
closed in the Armenian Church to symbolize
man’s expulsion from the Garden of Eden and to
emphasize the spirit of repentance and forbearance
characterizing the 40-day period preceding Holy
Week. Many churches replace the traditional altar
curtain with dark and simple drapery bearing little or no embroidery. Not until Palm Sunday,
commemorating Christ’s triumphant entry into
Jerusalem, is the curtain re-opened with the special Turen Patzek (door-opening) service. (http://
www.armenianchurch-ed.net)
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The letter of Macarius of Jerusalem to the Armenians also explains the order of the Church and the
role of the veil as partition:
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GOD GRANT YOU
MANY YEARS!

JUNE COFFEE
HOUR SPONSORS

August Birthdays

Sunday, July 27: 1. John & Nancy Koory
2. David & Amy Dill
3. SPONSOR NEEDED
Clean-Up: NEEDED

Alex Yuskavage
Ava Hope Birchfield
Catherine Walter
Cathy Dujmovic
Cristina Boicu
Doug Matty
John Koory
Jonathan Matty
Juliana Subu
Nathan Liu
Roseanna Cox
Sophia Cleary
Stella Schmalzbach
Timothy Yuskavage

Sunday, August 3: DORMITION FAST
1. Jon & Lori Jacobson
2. SPONSOR NEEDED
3. SPONSOR NEEDED
Clean-Up: NEEDED
Sunday, August 10: DORMITION FAST
1. SPONSOR NEEDED
2. SPONSOR NEEDED
3. SPONSOR NEEDED
Clean-Up: NEEDED
Sunday, August 17: 1. Jessica Issler
2. Dionne Manos
3. SPONSOR NEEDED
Clean-Up: NEEDED

August Anniversaries
7
10
10
16
19
26

Joseph and Ileana Henry
Lori Monica and Jonathan Jacobson
Brian and Alexandra Schmalzbach
Fr David and Psa Stephanie Subu
Eva Marie and Jeffrey Michael Beranek
George and Eleni Woglom

Sunday, August 24 1. Ken & Irene Liu
2. SPONSOR NEEDED
3. SPONSOR NEEDED
Clean-up: NEEDED

August Saint’s Name Days

Sunday, August 31: 1. SPONSOR NEEDED
2. SPONSOR NEEDED
3. SPONSOR NEEDED

25 St. Kenneth: Nathan Liu
26 St. Natalia: Natalya Sophia Beranek
30 St. Alexander of Constantinople: Alexan
der Woglom

EPISTLE READER

HOLY BREAD BAKER
No bread needed

NO READER ASSIGNED
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AROUND THE COFFEE URN

STORK ALERT!

News and events percolating
at St. Mary’s

St. Mary welcomes the following newest and littlest bodies of Christ to our community:
Averett Marie Wallar was born on July 4th! Averett is the daughter of Elizabeth and Nick Wallar. Proud Grandparents are Toni and Tom Robertson. Averett is the great granddaughter of Marie Scala-Ficken, founder of St. Mary and former
choir director, of blessed memory. Many years!
We look forward to meeting her!

DINNER DANCE
“SNEAK PEEK”
We are going Back to the 1980s for our annual parish feast day celebration and fundraiser! Because
of everyone’s generosity over the past several years,
we have been able to “dance down the debt” on our
1st mortgage and celebrated a mortgage burning
last year! Now we are setting our eyes on facilities
improvements to accommodate our growing community in an aging building. We know the economy
has been tough, but those who have attended have
always found ways to give generously, either
through bidding on our auction items or just sending in direct donations to our parish!

Nicholas Sebastian Alexandrescu was born on
July 22. Nicholas is the son of Anca and Tudor
Alexandrescu. Many years!

You Are Needed for a 2014
OCMC Mission Team!

To prepare for the auction, here is a listing of just
some, but not all, of items that will be available for
bidding:









The Orthodox Christian Mission Center
(OCMC) is seeking 10 volunteers to help fill
teams that will serve in Albania, Tanzania and
Uganda later this year.

“Arabian Nights Group Dinner” given by the
Danilchicks.
“Authentic Chinese Dinner Party” with The
Tan Family.
“Pastry Tasting Party” hosted by a professional
pastry baker.
“Elite Lawn Services” by Nick Dujmovic & Son
“Former Presidential Editor for Hire”—A great
opportunity for those needing help with college
applications/papers, resumes, or writing/
blogging!
A variety of thematic gift baskets
“Dessert Frenzy”—Live bidding on scrumptious desserts to eat at your dinner table!

The Albania team departing on September
17th will lead spiritual retreats for clergy wives,
women lay leaders and women's groups. The
Tanzania team departing on October 27th will
offer theological training for the clergy of the
Metropolis of Mwanza. And, the Uganda team,
also departing on October 27th will offer Christian stewardship workshops to clergy and laity
in various communities. Are you able to serve
on one of these teams? If so, you are urgently
needed! Without 10 additional volunteers these
teams may not go.
Please
visit
http://www.ocmc.org/about/
open_teams.aspx, or contact OCMC’s Teams
Department by e-mail at teams@ocmc.org or
by phone at 1-877-463-6784 for more information and to apply.

NEW— 50/50 Raffle! Just want straight up cash?
Everyone can get in on this one! Tickets will be sold
at the door! You can purchase as many as you wish!
RSVP DETAILS AND AUCTION BOOKLET
WILL BE COMING TO YOU BY MAIL OR CAN
BE PICKED UP AT THE CHURCH IN
MID-AUGUST!

DEADLINE FOR SUBMISSION FOR THE NEXT ISSUE
OF THE VEIL IS

AUGUST 20
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Sunday, September 7
Next door at Tyler Park
Join us immediately after Divine Liturgy for one of our oldest annual traditions! Please bring a side dish or
drinks. A sign up sheet will be posted
in late August in the hall to sign up
for things to bring.
Friends and family are welcome!

THE VEIL JOURNAL
St. Mary Orthodox Church
7223 Roosevelt Avenue
Falls Church, Virginia 22042
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