
Sacred Stitches; Beauty and Holiness In The Needlework of Many Faiths. 

 

Sacred Stitches: Beauty and Holiness in the Needlework of Many Faiths was a rare treat 

for the eyes displayed at the Cathedral Church of St. James. This magnificent exhibit 

opened with an elegant reception on October 24, and ran through 8 days, closing on 

November 1, 2013. Rabbi Arthur Bielfeld along with The Very Reverend Douglas Stoute 

and Imam Michael Taylor gave the opening speeches. Dianne Algera, committee 

member, created an amazing cake with a replica from the Cathedral windows of the 

young woman stitching. The exhibit was a celebration of ritual textile art of many faiths, 

celebrating the growing awareness and recognition of the role that embroidery and textile 

art has played in the creation of beauty and atmosphere for worship down through the 

ages. As well, the exhibit celebrated women who have given so much of themselves 

through these creations. The Pomegranate Guild of Judaic Textiles, Toronto displayed 

our very own Bigdei Ha-Kohen Ha-Gadol – our representation of the priestly garments. 

 

This exhibit marked the centenary (1913-2013) of the Ecclesiastical Needle Committee 

of the Anglican Diocese of Toronto. Included in this exhibition were works representing 

many faiths from around the world: China, England, Estonia, Hungary, Iran, Israel, 

Japan, Portugal, Russia, Scandinavia, Serbia, Turkey, Ukraine, United States, and Canada 

– including works by members of our First Nations.  

 

The many priestly copes and stoles had the 3500 visitors gasping. Banners hanging from 

the Cathedral’s high pillars had guests looking skywards as if to acknowledge the 

presence of God. The Cathedral is a magnificent structure with breathtaking stained and 

painted glass windows and a vaulted ceiling over the high altar masterfully designed and 

painted in pure gold. Visitors were further privileged to see exquisite altar frontals, 

funeral palls and priestly robes (chasubles) of the finest delicate stitchery. A hand stitched 

multi-coloured table cloth took our breath away. A dedicated group of volunteers guided 

guests through the exhibit explaining the meaning and techniques behind each work of 

art. 

 



The Guild’s embroidered work was placed where air movement behind it caused the 

Swarovski crystals and other gems to sparkle, and it dazzled guests under the Cathedral 

lights. Some of the Mezuzot from our “On the Doorposts” were also featured in the 

exhibit. Guild members whose work was on display included Pat Angel, Rikki Blitt, 

Brenda Conway, Faye Freedman, Temma Gentles (who also sat on the committee), 

Harriet Liebmann, and Sue Krivel. Melanie Siegel loaned her Turkmen Bridal Headdress. 

Haya Nativ set up her chuppah which garnered much attention while her husband David 

Nativ displayed his magnificent photo collage of Jerusalem. Many artifacts were also on 

loan from the Beth Tzedec Museum. In addition, several textile artists who have given 

presentations at our Guild meetings had their work on display.  

 

My husband Lou and I had the rare and special opportunity to sit on this committee 

representing the Guild. Sitting together with people of different faiths gave us insights 

into areas of faith and friendship we may never have had. The overall highlight was the 

personal interactions at the meetings. The kindness and respect shown to us was sincere 

and appreciated. Nancy Mallett, exhibit chair, is an accomplished and truly professional 

leader who held discussion on topic and worked within time lines. Pauline Brown, vice-

chair was responsible for acquisitions as well as installation of artifacts, and they were 

curated to perfection. She too came with a very helpful husband, Ray. My biggest thrill 

was working with fabric artists from the past like Sheila McCoy editor/treasurer of the 

Ontario Network of Needleworkers. I had the chance to reunite with Helen Bradfield of 

the Cariboo group of Grace Church on the Hill. Many years ago the Guild held meetings 

with the Cariboo group. We joined them in a great exhibit which showed off some of our 

members’ work along with our Sukkah and our Chuppah. Helen is one of the co-authors 

of Art of the Spirit a treasured fabric art book. Always nice being with old friends and 

especially nice making new friends like Nancy, Pauline and Ray and Linda Schulz, our 

volunteer coordinator who had to assign 80 volunteers to four hour shifts for eight days 

of twelve hours each. Thanks to Linda her crew hosted over 3,500 visitors without 

negative incidence. Guild volunteers were Rikki Blitt, Karen Chisvin (committee) Rachel 

Karstadt, Gwen Orriell, Susan Rosenstein and Anna and Lou VanDelman. Thank you all. 

The Guild was well represented as the planning committee saw one founding member, 



Temma Gentles, one past president, Anna VanDelman and our current president, Karen 

Chisvin, contributing to the project. 

 

Closing night had special significance. We said tearful good byes. Imam Michael Taylor 

wished me Shabbat Shalom. Lou blew the shofar on the steps of the altar which resonated 

through the Cathedral. All in all Sacred Stitches was a perfect manifestation of Hiddur 

Mitzvah, the enhancement of rituals in the synagogue, the home and in the community 

for splendor and for beauty. Lou and I will treasure this experience and continue our 

friendships in the new communities we were so lucky to meet. 

 

To The Very Reverend Douglas Stoute, Dean of St. James Cathedral, 

Thank you for your kindness and compassion welcoming us to your community and for 

your treasured words: 

“Sacred Stitches is an exhibition of liturgical vestments and hangings that have been used 

over the years by people of different faiths. But woven through these different pieces of 

art is a single thread; the deep human desire to worship God by offering the very best that 

human hands and imagination can provide.” 

“…Prayer is difficult requiring special words, a special frame of mind and even special 

clothes and vestments.” 

      

“LET THE GRACIOUSNESS OF THE LORD OUR GOD BE UPON US;  ESTABLISH 

THOU ALSO UPON US THE WORK OF OUR HANDS….”    Psalm 90 

 

Anna VanDelman    November 2013                     


