Ctime752 Palm Sunday and Holy Week
Fr Francis Marsden

Credo for Catholic Times

Q: What is the meaning of veiling statues and images during Lent? 

Statues and images are not veiled with purple cloth during the whole of Lent, but during Passiontide, the final fortnight, i.e. from the first Mass of the Fifth Sunday of Lent onwards. Crosses are veiled until after the Liturgy of the Lord’s Passion on Good Friday afternoon. The coverings of statues, paintings etc. remain until the beginning of the Easter Vigil.

In the Tridentine rite the veiling was compulsory. However, in 1969, it was discouraged or even forbidden. The post-Vatican II Commentary on the General Norms for the Liturgical Year and the new Roman calendar declared: "Crosses and the images of the saints are not to be covered, henceforth, except in regions where the episcopal conferences judge it profitable to maintain this custom." 

The local Bishops’ Conferences in the UK and the USA kindly and wisely allowed the custom to continue. In the English version of the Roman Missal, after the Mass texts of the fourth Saturday of Lent, we read: “The practice of covering crosses and images in the Church may be observed, if the episcopal conference decides. The crosses are to be covered until the end of the celebration of the Lord's passion on Good Friday. Images are to remain covered until the beginning of the Easter Vigil.”  

Not only does the veiling have a profound spiritual purpose, but in varying forms it has over 1000 years of history behind it.
In the early Church, those Catholics who were fulfilling a period of canonical penance for serious crimes and sins, either had to remain in the narthex (porch) during the Liturgy, or were grouped with the catechumens, and compelled to leave before the Eucharistic Prayer began. 
Remnants of this procedure still survive in the Eastern Liturgy with its cry of “Out with the catechumens, let none of the catechumens remain….”, before the gifts to be offered are processed to the altar in the Great Entrance.

This practice faded, but Lenten penances remained rigorous, often entailing exclusion from the Eucharist during the forty days. The bishop imparted absolution usually on Holy Thursday or Good Friday. Lent developed into a time of penance for all Christians, who symbolically joined themselves to the ranks of the penitents for the season. 

In Germanic countries, from about the year 1000 AD, a large veil called the Fastentuch (Lent-veil) or Hungertuch (hunger-screen) was hung so as to hide the whole sanctuary, or later just the High Altar. . In Latin it was referred to as velum quadragesimale. Even more than a rood screen or an iconostasis, it hid the central actions of the Liturgy from the lay faithful
It drew inspiration from the Old Testament, where the veil of the temple shielded the Holy of Holies and the Ark of the Covenant from the gaze even of pious Jews.
The Hungertuch separated the faithful from the altar, from God. Symbolically it demonstrated the effects of sin, which sunders mankind from the vision of our Maker. It entailed a form of spiritual penance, a fasting of the eyes from the often brilliantly coloured iconography of the sanctuary.
However, by the twelfth century, as the elevation of the Host had developed more or less into the climax of the Mass, the veil was lifted at that moment to allow the congregation to gaze upon Christ.

At first the Hungertuch was made of plain red or purple material. Soon that human impulse to beautify and to decorate intruded. Starting before 1150, from a monastery near Augsburg, there arose the practice of embroidering or painting the cloth with the instruments of the Lord’s Passion, and later full Passion scenes. These turned into a fully fledged medieval art form. Outstanding examples remain in Freiburg, Dresden and countless smaller churches.

At the reading of the Gospel on either Spy Wednesday or Good Friday at the words“And the veil of the temple was torn from top to bottom” (Mt 27,51; Mk 15,38; Lk 23,45), the veil was dramatically removed.
In most countries, the hanging Lenten Hungertuch disappeared, and was replaced by the veiling of crosses and images.
The Gospel of the fifth Sunday of Lent, John 8:46-59, describes the discussion between Jesus and the Jewish authorities, which ended in their frustrated attempt to stone him. Finally, “Jesus hid and went out of the temple area” (John 8:59) in order to escape his Jewish persecutors. The veils therefore symbolize Christ hiding himself, and no longer walking and teaching openly among men. 
The French Bishop Guglielmus Durandus (d.1296) interpreted the veiling in another way. When Jesus arrived at the time of His suffering and death, His divinity was hidden. The veils thus remind us of Christ’s humiliation, even unto death, death on a cross. Likewise, the images of the saints also are covered because it would seem improper for the servants to appear when the Master himself is hidden. 
The rule of limiting the veiling to Passiontide, not the whole of Lent, came with the publication of the Bishops' Ceremonial in the 17th century. 

The covering of images and swathing of our churches in purple can give them a sombre puritanical aspect. However, as Mgr Peter Elliott remarks, “The custom of veiling crosses and images ... has much to commend it in terms of religious psychology, because it helps us to concentrate on the great essentials of Christ's work of Redemption.” 
To avoid being distracted by the saints or by statues, we are encouraged to focus upon the Mass itself and the Passion of Jesus. Significantly, the Stations of the Cross are never veiled, because they portray that same Passion. However, a few of our modern Catholic churches are so bare and so Protestant in appearance that there is hardly anything to veil anyway!
On the other hand, not a few Anglicans and Lutherans have enthusiastically adopted the older tradition of veiling images during Passiontide. What we throw out, others take on board.

The logical climax of the veiling of images becomes clear on Good Friday, when the veiled cross is brought from the back of the church, and unveiled in three stages. The deacon or priest sings: “This is the wood of the cross, on which hung the Saviour of the world. Come let us worship.”

The only uncovered image in the church is then the Cross, which the faithful come forward to venerate. When I first came to St Joseph’s in Anderton twelve years ago, I was surprised to find that the altar servers had a form of the medieval “creeping to the cross” – a triple genuflection as they came up in line to kneel and kiss the Cross. I have never forbidden it and they still do it. And so do I!

I imagine one of my predecessors must have introduced it – I can hardly imagine it having passed down from the Middle Ages via the Anderton and Stonor families who owned the Hall in the parish.

It is at the Easter Vigil – in the Tridentine rite during the Gloria – that all the veils are removed. The church bursts forth into light as the Resurrection is proclaimed. The altar servers move around with poles, hooking the purple coverings off the statues and pictures. With the Risen Christ, everything comes back to life and colour. 
In Germany and Austria the Hungertuch tradition is enjoying a new lease of life in more modern interpretation. During Lent last year, for the first time ever, the Cathedral in Bonn exhibited a Fastentuch, decorated with photographic illustrations of the corporal works of mercy, in relation to St Elizabeth of Hungary: 2007 marked the 800th anniversary of her birth.  

The Swiss bishops’ organisation Misereor commissions an artist to design a new Hungertuch every two years, often on justice and peace themes, for reprinting and hanging in parish churches, as a reminder to the faithful about fasting and almsgiving. In 2005, for example, it was entitled: “We believe: Violence does not have the last word.” It focused on problems of drug running from Latin America. In such ways an ancient tradition is given new life and new relevance. 

Excerpt of the Lenten-veil in Gröden - Südtirol








Two others attached: Freiburg im Breisgau cathedral – the largest Fastentuch in the world. Also one from Kloster Marienfeld near Muenster[image: image1][image: image2.png]
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