
This sermon is about Religious Tourism, and the ineffable nature of 

Seeing God. 

___________ 

We turned a street corner and there it was, towering over the rest of 

the city buildings like a beacon – Norwich Cathedral.  We made our way 

to the entrance, where we encountered a desk staffed by a young lady.  

“We’d like to see the cathedral,” we said, conscious, as always in 

England, that our nationality was given away by our accents.  “You may 

go in free of charge,” she said, “but there is a £10-per-person suggested 

donation.  However,” she said reassuringly, producing a brightly colored 

booklet, “for the £10 you get this little guide book with a self-guided 

walking tour.” 

“Ah, excellent,” we said, anticipating the intriguing facts and historical 

minutiae that we would learn from it, and ponied up the cash. 

__________ 

Now among those who went up to worship at the festival were some 

Greeks.  They came to Philip and said, “Sir, we want to see Jesus.” 

__________ 

Norwich Cathedral is unusual among English cathedrals in that its plan – 

its footprint, as seen from above – is entirely symmetrical.  Most 

cathedrals, built over several hundreds of years, undergo changes as 

they arise, resulting in odd juxtapositions of architectural styles, and 

seemingly random outcroppings.  Atop a Norman-era wall is a 

Romanesque arcade; and above that is a Gothic Clerestory, adorned 

with Perpendicular-style tracery in the windows.  And successive deans 



and bishops have added chantries and chapels here and there, resulting 

in a labyrinth of aisles and cloisters and ambulatories and tombs that, in 

their planning and construction, took no thought for symmetry or 

stylistic consistency.  This is something MB and I have come to love 

about English cathedrals and churches – the seemingly disorderly and 

unsystematic way they evolved, resulting in buildings made unique by 

their particular shape, and the shape dependent on their stories – 

history illustrated in stone, so to speak.  I was therefore curious to 

learn, from our £10 guide book, why Norwich Cathedral was so 

stylistically unified, so symmetrical and orderly, so perfectly integrated.  

Was it that it was built over a much shorter time period than most 

cathedrals?  Or perhaps the chapter was strapped for cash during a 

period in history when many other cathedrals were expanding, thus 

preventing deans from altering the original plan by adding monuments 

to their mortality?  In any case, I was sure I would learn the answer 

from our £10 guide book. 

What was our surprise, therefore, when we proceeded to the spot 

marked “Station 1: South Porch,” only to read “This main door of the 

cathedral is where worshipers enter to hear the Word of God preached 

and to have their sins forgiven and their lives transformed; and it is 

where the people of God, having been renewed by Word and 

Sacrament, go forth to the world bearing the light of Christ.”  There was 

no information here about how old it was, who the dean was when it 

was built, or what the significance of the carvings over the archway 

were.  No explanation of the symbolism of the angelic figures with the 

swords to either side of the doorway; nothing about why the heads of 

several other carved angels were missing. 

____________ 



“Sir, we wish to see Jesus,” this said in Greek.  Philip – he of the Greek 

name – knew Greek, and said,  “Ah . . . well . . . I, um . . .   I’ll see if he’s 

available just now.” 

____________  

“Station 2: The Nave.  This wide pathway leading from east to west 

assures us of God’s love, just as the sun rising in the east promises 

warmth and light to us each morning, and its setting in the west assures 

us of restful sleep, protected by God’s watchful eye.” 

I was beginning to get annoyed.  I wanted to know the height of this 

nave compared to Salisbury’s; I wanted to read of the martyrs who 

were tied to the columns here during the Protestant Reformation; I 

wanted to learn of the lives and deeds of the deans who were buried 

under these well-worn stones. 

____________ 

“Hey, Andrew,” said Philip.  “There are these Greek guys waiting 

outside.  They say they want to see Jesus.” 

“Jesus is pretty busy right now,” Andrew answered.  “He’s tired from 

that donkey ride, and he has all his Passover preparations to do yet.” 

“What do I tell them?” Philip asked. 

“Well, do you think they want to actually talk with him, or just see him?  

If they just want to see him, tell them they can wait in the street, and as 

Jesus walks to the Temple later today, they can catch a glimpse of him 

then.” 

___________  



“Station 3: Lectern.  It is here that the Word of God is read out boldly to 

the people, psalmists praising God; prophets calling us to repent; 

evangelists imploring us to believe; the words of the Saviour himself 

inviting all who are heavily laden to come unto him, and he will give 

them rest.”   

Pfffff.  Again, nothing about the paintings, which appear to my eyes to 

be of Medieval origin, on the pitted panels of this timeworn wood.  

Nothing about the symbolism of the eagle’s head holding up the heavy, 

ancient tome.   

____________ 

Andrew sighed in frustration.  “Oh, alright, I’ll tell him.  Come on.”  

Entering the room where Jesus was resting after his triumphal entry 

into Jerusalem, Andrew expected to see him asleep.  Although he was 

lying down, his eyes were open, staring at the ceiling. 

“Jesus,” Andrew said quietly.  Jesus’ eyes were distant – he was clearly 

deeply in thought, caught up in reflection – Andrew had the feeling he 

was contemplating the implications of having come to Jerusalem during 

this festival time, when the city was teeming with people.  

Nevertheless, he turned his head to acknowledge that Andrew had 

spoken to him. 

“There are these Greeks at the door who want to see you.  Shall I tell 

them this isn’t a good time?” 

___________ 



“Station 4: The South Transept.  The arms of the cathedral represent 

the arms of Christ, stretched out in love for a wounded and suffering 

world.”   

Yeah, yeah -- but what about that rose window up there?  When does 

that date from, huh?  And I want to read about how the glass was 

demolished and the tracery damaged in 1643 by the Cromwellian 

Puritans in their iconoclastic zeal to cleanse the Church of England of its 

idols.  But there’s no such information provided in this stupid so-called 

guide book.  No, just religious platitudes, shallow and condescending. 

____________ 

“Shall I tell them this isn’t a good time?” Andrew asked. 

“The hour has come,” Jesus said, “for the Son of Man to be glorified.” 

Andrew and Philip blinked blankly.  This seemed to be something of a 

non-sequitur.    

Andrew, confused, ventured: “Does that mean you want me to let them 

in?”  

____________ 

 “Station 5: The High Altar.  It is here that the love of God is at its most 

poignant, its most palpable; for upon it is celebrated and repeated at 

every Eucharist the sacrifice of the Paschal Lamb, reminding us of the 

Divine Love that laid down its life on our behalf.” 

“MB,” I say with annoyance, “I have a feeling we wasted our £10.” 

____________ 



“Very truly, I tell you,” Jesus said quietly, his eyes having taken on a 

quality of sadness, “unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, 

it remains just a single grain.” 

____________ 

“Station 6: The Choir.  In these stalls the praises of God are sung daily 

without ceasing, and we are reminded of God’s saving love, of the 

beauty of holiness, of the voices of all God’s people raised in joyous 

remembrance of all that he has done for us.” 

“I wonder,” MB asks me “what time Evensong is?” 

“It would be great if we had time to catch it before leaving town,” I 

agree.  “Let’s see, on this trip we’ve heard it at St. Alban’s Cathedral, 

Westminster Abbey, Lincoln Cathedral – ” 

“Twice,” said MB. 

“Oh, right.  Yeah, it would be nice to hear it here, too.  To see how good 

the choir is.” 

“Well, it’s summer,” MB cautions, “so they probably just have some 

visiting choir.” 

“Yeah, probably an American one,” I say, and we both laugh. 

____________  

“But if the grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it bears much 

fruit.” Jesus continued. 

Philip and Andrew looked at each other doubtfully, not quite sure how 

to proceed.  “Are you saying, now that your reputation has spread 



beyond Palestine, and even Greeks are asking to see you, that things 

have changed?  Perhaps that we’ve got a new, or bigger, job to do?” 

Jesus stood up and smiled. “Whoever serves me, Andrew, must follow 

me, and where I am, there will my servant be also.  Whoever serves 

me, Jew or Greek, the Father will honor.” 

____________ 

MB and I had despaired of learning anything meaningful from our guide 

book; but, learning that Evensong was in 45 minutes, we went to the 

cathedral’s snack shop to have some tea and scones. 

____________  

Jesus and his two disciples went outside.  Andrew and Philip were 

unsure whether this meant he had agreed to see the Greeks, or if he 

was just to take one of his meandering walks.  At any rate, when they 

emerged into the street, where the heat of earlier in the day had 

abated slightly, and the light of the setting sun was diffused by a bank 

of clouds that had gathered in the west, there were the Greeks, still 

waiting.  They had been joined by a small throng – people who had 

heard from witnesses that this new visitor had just come from Bethany, 

where he had purportedly raised a man from the dead.  They wanted to 

see such a man. 

____________ 

MB and I were ushered into the choir 45 minutes later.  It had grown 

dimmer with the dusk, and the rich carvings we had observed on the 

dark paneling an hour ago were now obscured by the shadows of the 

nave columns and the rood screen.  We were seated in the stalls, and 



quietened ourselves.  The silence of the immense interior space of the 

cathedral struck me suddenly as quite present, perhaps even 

oppressive. 

____________  

Jesus addressed the people in the street.  Raising his voice, and 

becoming visibly agitated, he said “Now my soul is troubled.  And what 

should I say – ‘Father, save me from this hour’?  No, it is for this reason 

that I have come to this hour.  Father, glorify your Name.”  Then a voice 

came from the clouds that had begun to gather, and said “I have 

glorified it, and I will glorify it again.” 

_________  

Having settled into the silence of the cathedral for some minutes, I was 

startled in my reveries by the organ, beginning to play – at first a low 

rumble of pedal tones, then the whisper of a soft flute. My startlement 

softened into delight as the familiar and beautiful sounds of a cathedral 

organ, reverberating gently off of stone pillars and gothic arches, filled 

my soul with an indescribable, profound calm – no, it was more like joy 

than calm.   

_________ 

“Thunder!” remarked some in the crowd at the rumble that emanated 

from the approaching clouds.  “No, it was the voice of an angel, 

speaking to this wonder-worker!” marvelled others.  “He asked God to 

glorify him, and God actually spoke in reply!” 



“This voice is speaking to you, not to me!” Jesus said.  “And I, when I am 

glorified, when I am lifted from the earth, will draw all people – all 

things – all creation to myself.” 

___________ 

Yes, this calm was more like joy that flooded over me.  A tender joy.   A 

joy that washed away frustration, annoyance, fear, distraction.  It 

seemed to me that the organ was the voice of an unseen God, speaking 

through centuries of stone, through this diffused light, through the 

beauty of holiness – a holiness hallowed by all the hands who had built 

this cathedral; all the voices that had sung in both choir and nave; all 

the voices that had preached from the pulpit and mumbled the 

versicles from the dean’s stall.  And yes, I must admit, hallowed even by 

the author of the £10 guide book. 

 


