
37

FOUR

Hold Hold thethe  
curtaincurtain



39

Hold the curtain

‘This was a divine tearing, God’s way of showing 
that the way to His presence was now open to 
sinners!’ Mike McKinley

‘At that moment the curtain of the temple was 
torn in two from top to bottom. The earth shook, 
the rocks split.’ Matthew 27:51

The curtain is both a spiritual and a theatrical symbol.
So, what a good idea it would be, I hear you say, to 

combine those two contexts. To use a theatre curtain to 
represent the curtain in the Temple that was torn in two 
as Jesus died, would seem like a straightforward plan…

It was a Good Friday reflective service, one of my 
favourite services of the year. We were meeting in the 
local school hall where we meet each week for one 
of our Sunday gatherings. I decided to make the area 
behind the theatre curtain the place where the cross 
would be positioned, hidden from view, surrounded by 
lilies representing death and uplights representing life 
and hope.
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The key point in the reading where Jesus dies and 
breathes his last breath would be the moment of the big 
reveal. The curtain would swing open and we would 
take in a picture of the cross surrounded by signs of 
hope among death.

Keith, our wonderful all-round hero, in charge of 
facilities and Sunday operations, was on curtain-pulling 
duty and was waiting for the cue ‘It is finished’ to reveal 
the cross surrounded by beauty and light.

I’m not sure at what point the crucifixion story first 
took on the smell of smoke. I had anticipated the aroma 
of lilies being a key factor in the cross and its revelation, 
but this smoke was certainly not part of the plan!

Church and theatre can also share a sense of the 
audience or congregation reading significance into both 
the intentional and the unintentional things that go 
on and indeed, especially in theatre, that has saved us 
on many occasions, where people read a subtext into 
something that was never meant to happen. I’m sure 
there were a few members of our gathered church 
who started to wonder about the significance of the 
billowing smoke beginning to escape from beneath the 
heavy drapes!

‘It is finished’ cried the reader, and Keith’s moment 
came, accompanied by wonderful music. The curtains 
parted, the cross was indeed revealed, with smoke 
swirling ominously around its base as lilies and 
paper began to smoulder thanks to the uplights being 



41

rather too close, causing them to burn. Ever the hero, 
Keith moved quickly with water close by, putting out 
whatever was almost aflame, and removing all the 
uplights from their sockets! 

Was this an early appearance of a gardener, a disciple 
wracked with grief throwing water at the foot of the 
cross, or some other stranger? I’m sure our visitors may 
have pondered the identity of the man in the shadows 
of the cross but to those who know him they will have 
just concluded it was our beloved Keith serving as 
always, keeping everyone safe. He really is one of my 
heroes, so this is a lovely opportunity to honour him.

To this day, there could perhaps be those that think the 
smoke represented the earthquake or death breathing its 
last, but I shudder to think what might have happened if 
‘It is finished’ had come any later in the story!

***

The curtain in the Temple guarded the holy of holies, 
the place where God’s presence dwelt. The only person 
allowed to enter in was the high priest.

One of my favourite pieces of evidence for Jesus being 
truly God is this moment in history, when the curtain 
of the Temple is torn from top to bottom at the very 
moment of Jesus’ death. The curtain was 30ft wide by 
30ft high and an inch thick, and yet it rips downwards, 
beyond man’s human reach, it rips from heaven to earth.

Hold the curtain
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There are three contexts in which people of Jesus’ 
time would have been familiar with His words ‘It is 
finished’ (or tetelestai in the Greek). It was a term used in 
business to say, ‘the debt is paid’; in criminal law to say, 
‘a sentence had been served’; and finally it was known 
to be a military term to mean ‘the battle is declared as 
won’. I just love how all these things fit together in the 
story. Jesus dies saying, I’ve gone through with it for you 
and your debt is paid, your sentence is served, and the 
battle over death is won!

The message of sacrifice associated with the curtain 
was clear to all those around Jesus. For thousands of 
years it had been the place of sacrifice and atonement. 
The place where blood sacrifices were left. The high 
priest would mix the blood of a goat and the blood of a 
bull and put it on the altar outside the holy of holies to 
cleanse it from the sins of the people. So, the incredible 
fact that the curtain rips as Jesus dies is an outward 
symbol of His death to finally, once and for all, pay the 
price for all our sins.

Now sin is a tricky word and, for some of you, it 
might not be one that you relate to, especially if you’re 
exploring faith for the first time. I believe, simply put, sin 
is and always has been the things we do and say that cause 
separation between us and a Holy God. So, what better 
way for God to throw His arms open again, to say you are 
welcomed in by accepting that this death is for your freedom 
and forgiveness. Because of the cross, we can worship 
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God, we can know Him close to us wherever we are, on a 
beach, in a cathedral, in a tent, on a bus.

So, what of our song as we end this chapter? A bird 
sings on instinct, it comes from within. Birds don’t 
rehearse (to the best of our knowledge), they sing 
because it is something they were made instinctively to 
do. Believe it or not, so were we. Each of us was created 
to worship – as I once read: higher than the mind even is 
the human spirit.

Saint Augustine said: ‘You have made us for yourself, 
O Lord, and our heart is restless until it rests in you.’

Worship and work are what we are designed for, and 
I believe our song is a glorious combination of the two. 
Because the curtain was torn, because Jesus died and 
beat death, you and I can sing, sing with all our heart, 
and worship as those who have rediscovered a song, a 
voice, a significance, a life beyond this one. Our song is 
both external and internal. It rises up again every time 
we remember we are those who are welcomed in as the 
curtain opens wide.

So, friends, we can now – without hesitation – 
walk right up to God, into “the Holy place.” Jesus 
has cleared the way by the blood of his sacrifice, 
acting as our priest before God.  
(Hebrews 10:19–20, The Message)

Hold the curtain
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