
Welcome
to OUR 56TH VIRTUAL GSP class!

God’s

Altars





Lord God, 

hear us. 

Sanctify this Table dedicated to you. 

Let it be to us a sign of  the heavenly Altar 

where your saints and angels praise you for ever. 

Accept here the continual recalling 

of  the sacrifice of  your Son. 

Grant that all who eat and drink at this holy Table 

may be fed and refreshed by his flesh and blood, 

be forgiven for their sins, 

united with one another, 

and strengthened for your service.

Blessed be your Name, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; 

Now and for endless ages. 

Amen.

PRAYER FOR SETTING APART AN ALTAR



The freestanding oblong wooden ALTAR of Tucson’s Grace St.Paul’s Episcopal Church
stripped and washed by the rector at the end of a Maundy Thursday service 



Historically an ALTAR was a sacred object on
which a sacrifice was made. Worship in
ancient religions, pagan and Jewish alike,
involved the priest offering various sacrifices
to God on an altar. In ancient Israel those
sacrifices could be animals or birds
slaughtered and burned or grains and fruits
burned (Lev.1-9). The sacrificial offering
would be immolated on the altar, totally
destroyed as a symbolic way of giving God
something precious to the worshiper. The
thing offered would be determined by the
occasion; a dove might be required on one
occasion, a bull on another (Lk.2.23-24;
Lev.16-17.11).

DEFINING AN ALTAR

A Christian ALTAR is a table in the chancel, usually of wood or stone,
where the offerings are presented and the elements of bread and
wine are consecrated in the Eucharist.



Roman Catholic, Anglican (Episcopal), and Orthodox clergy are
ordained to the priesthood, and called “priests.”

They function as pastors and preachers, but they are priests whose
first duty is to offer up the perfect sacrifice of Christ on the ALTAR.

For Anglicans, as expressed in the classic consecration prayer still
preserved in the Holy Eucharist Rite I, the priest presiding at the
Eucharist is not re-sacrificing Christ because He

by his one oblation of himself once offered, a full, perfect, and sufficient
sacrifice, oblation, and satisfaction, for the sins of the whole world.

Instead, the priest prays to God
to accept this our sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving.

Therefore it is appropriate to call the TABLE an ALTAR.

AN ALTAR FOR SACRIFICE



In the 1st century, Christian ALTARS were wooden tables found in
private homes. Some Eucharistic frescoes of the Roman catacombs
may give a sense of this form:

The Fractio Panis fresco in the Capella Greca of the Roman catacomb of St.Priscilla

EARLY CHRISTIAN ALTARS



The earliest Scripture reference to a Christian ALTAR is in 1
Cor.10:21 where the Apostle Paul contrasts the “TABLE of the Lord”
(trapeza Kyriou) on which the Eucharist is offered, with the “table of
devils,” or pagan altars. The Epistle to the Hebrews (13:10) refers to the
Christian ALTAR as thysiasterion, the word by which the
Septuagint alludes to Noah’s altar.

Early in the 2nd century, St.Ignatius of Antioch used the Greek word for
“ALTAR,” thusiasterion. The terms altare, mensa, ara, altarium, with or
without a genitive addition (as mensa Domini), were employed by the
Latin fathers to designate an ALTAR.

The Greek Fathers described the “holy TABLE” as “mystical,”
“tremendous,” and “priestly.” It was regarded as so holy that nothing was
allowed to be placed on it except the sacred vessels, a noble chalice and
paten, and the Book of the Gospels.

EARLY CHRISTIAN ALTARS



The first Christian ALTARS in the centuries of persecution were mainly
wooden. By the 4th century, when Christianity had become legal and
many new churches were being built, ALTARS were often constructed of
stone, marble, or alabaster.

The first legislation against wooden ALTARS dates from the year 517,
when the Council of Epaon, in Gaul, forbade the consecration of any but
stone ALTARS, but for several centuries afterwards ALTARS of wood were
used in most parts of Christendom.

From the 9th century to the Reformation, wooden ALTARS could hardly
ever be found in Western Christianity, but the Eastern Church, up to the
present time, permits the employment of wood, stone, or metal.

EARLY CHRISTIAN ALTARS



This 5th-century stone ALTAR found near Marseilles, France is one of the oldest
extant Christian ALTARS and reminiscent of earlier wooden TABLE ALTARS.

EARLY CHRISTIAN ALTARS



When Christians secretly celebrated the Holy Eucharist on the tombs of
martyrs, this led to the use of stone ALTARS, also reminiscent of the
Jewish background of Christianity. The idea of the stone ALTAR, which
afterwards became universal in the West, may be derived from the
custom of celebrating the anniversaries and other feasts in honor of
those who died for the Faith, beginning in the first quarter of the 2nd

century. Probably, the custom itself was suggested by Rev.6:9:
When he broke the fifth seal, I saw under the ALTAR the souls of those who
had been slaughtered for the word of God and for the testimony they had
given. . . .

The earliest Christian churches were not built with any particular
orientation in mind, but by the 5th century it became the rule in the
Eastern Roman Empire to have the ALTAR at the apse at the east end
and the high ALTAR used for the Sunday liturgy was set against the east
wall, an arrangement that became normal but not universal in
northern Europe. To this day churches that are not oriented toward the
east still refer to the chancel wall behind the ALTAR as the liturgical
east wall.

EARLY CHRISTIAN ALTARS



Traditionally, the Christian ALTAR was positioned on the east wall. The
earliest allusion is in the second book of the Apostolic Constitutions
(200-250, probably) which prescribes that a church should be oblong
“with its head to the East.” The reason was that Christians, from the
beginning, had always turned to face east for prayer. The Jews turn to
face Jerusalem. Moslems bow in the direction of Mecca.

There are several reasons why early Christians did this.
• The sun rises in the east; the sunrise is symbolic of Christ’s

resurrection on Easter morning.
• By facing eastward for prayer, we put our attention on Christ’s

triumph over the grave and on the great hope He brings to all
humankind.

• Christ has brought hope to the earth; in Him it is always a new day.
• The Lord who ascended to the east (Ps.67:34; Zech.14:4), will come

again in glory from the east (Ezek.43:4; Mt.24:27; Acts 1:11).
Therefore, Christians traditionally turned east to pray in anticipation of
Christ’s return in glory.

ORIENTATION OF THE ALTAR



The procession, which
begins the liturgy, moves
toward the ALTAR from west
to east. This is reminiscent of
Moses leading the Hebrews
from Egypt to the Promised
Land in the east.

But more so it represents
Christ leading His church to
Heaven’s gate which is to the
east of Eden (Gen.3:24), a
gate that was closed to all
because of Adam’s sin but
now is open to us because of
Christ’s perfect sacrifice.

ORIENTATION OF THE ALTAR



In Ravenna, a mosaic of the priest Melchizedek depicts the ALTAR of
this age of the Church Fathers as a large cube-shaped TABLE,
freestanding and dressed in rich hangings and embroidered cloths.

EARLY CHRISTIAN ALTARS



Christian ALTARS are (or usually are) architecturally and liturgically
the central focal point of the church interior. During the 4th century
we see the advent of the ciborium magnum, a canopy supported on
four columns. It forms one of the very great and significant forms of
the Christian ALTAR and gave what were otherwise small and simple
ALTARS a certain architectural and symbolic prominence.

That structure survives in the great Roman basilicas such as St.
Peter’s.

EARLY CHRISTIAN ALTARS: CIBORIUM MAGNUM



An example of a 12th-
century ciborium can
be seen in the 7th-
century church of San
Giorgio in Velabro in
Rome, where the
sanctuary is raised
above the nave level so
that the ALTAR might be
built overtop the tomb
of a martyr without
disturbing the tomb.

EARLY CHRISTIAN ALTARS: CIBORIUM MAGNUM



The iconostasis, like the chancel in a Western Church, separates the Altar
area from the people in the nave. Its original form was an open screen,
but from the 8th century it began to assume its present form of a closed
screen decorated with paintings. In the Divine Liturgy of Eastern Orthodox
churches, the consecration is done by the priests behind the royal doors.
The congregation is not permitted to see the sacred event, nor hear the
prayers of the priests at the ALTAR. Concealing the altar in a sacred place
and a holy action at that hidden altar emphasized the mystery, the
supernatural action, and event. By concealing something sacred, you
venerate it as a mystery.

HIDING THE ALTAR: ICONOSTASIS



Until the 6th century the ALTAR of Christian churches would have been in
full view of the congregation, separated only by a low altar rail around it.

Eventually churches in the West began to use a rood screen, a screen with
the rood or cross upon it as physical and symbolic barrier, separating the
chancel, the domain of the clergy, from the nave where lay people
gathered to worship.

The word rood is derived from the Saxon word rood or rode, meaning
“cross.” The rood screen is so called because it was surmounted by the
Rood itself, a large figure of the crucified Christ, usually displayed with
figures of the BVM and St.John.

The rood screen became a common feature in late medieval church
architecture. It is typically an ornate partition of more or less open
tracery constructed of wood, stone, or wrought iron.

Usual location of a rood screen

HIDING THE ALTAR: ROOD SCREENS 



Rood screens were generally removed in Roman Catholic countries
during the Counter-Reformation, but they survived in some Anglican
and Lutheran churches.

The English Reformers sought to destroy statues and paintings which
they alleged to have been the focus of superstitious adoration. Thus
not a single original medieval Rood survives untouched in Britain.
The rood screens themselves were sometimes demolished or cut
down in height, but more commonly remained with their painted
figures whitewashed and painted over with religious texts.

In the century following the English Reformation newly built
Anglican churches were invariably fitted with chancel screens, which
served the purpose of differentiating a separate space in the chancel
for communicants at Holy Communion. New screens were also
erected in many medieval churches where they had been destroyed
at the Reformation. In effect, these chancel screens were rood
screens without a surmounting crucifix.

HIDING THE ALTAR: SCREENS 



The chancel screen in
St. James’s Church in
Avebury, Wiltshire,
erected in the 15th

century and restored
in the 19th century.

HIDING THE ALTAR: SCREENS 

A typical medieval 
rood screen



In the Medieval West the ALTAR was moved closer to the back wall of
the sanctuary.

Gradually it lost its cubic form, becoming a longer, rectangular
structure. In the first millennium it had been rather more square in
construction.

Behind it rose a reredos adorned with paintings, carvings, or
sculpture.

A cross, candles, and relics began to be placed directly on the ALTAR
in the early Middle Ages.

Moreover, the number of ALTARS multiplied in a single church, due to
the many “side ALTARS” or chapels needed in a monastic church for
Masses celebrated by monks.

MEDIEVAL ALTARS 



The reredos was introduced 
by the beginning of the 12th

century. It eventually became 
a great structure, reaching in 
many instances to the vault of 
the church, containing life-
sized representations of 
Christ, the BV Mary, and the 
saints, besides a number of 
representations in relief of 
sacred subjects.

This structure was usually of 
wood, carved, or painted. 
Before a grand reredos the 
ALTAR seemed to become a 
mere shelf.

THE EAST WALL: REREDOS



Reredos 
with an artificially lit stained-glass window

Retable
with Cross and Office Candles

THE EAST WALL AT GSP



Martin Luther strongly wanted to maintain the real presence of Jesus’
body and blood in the Eucharist, but he was adamant that the Lord’s
Supper was not a re-sacrificing of Jesus over and over again. In fact,
Luther called that idea a blasphemy.

In his reforms of the Communion liturgy, one of his suggestions was
that, like the early church, Lutherans pull the ALTARS away from the
chancel wall so that the pastor could face the people for the
consecration.

During the Reformation, some Protestants felt that the traditional
term ALTAR was theologically misleading. As a result, many people
preferred to call it a Communion TABLE and often replaced the
elaborate stone ALTARS with simple, wooden TABLES.

ALTARS DURING THE REFORMATION



Anglicans decided that both terms were correct, because it is the
ALTAR from which we receive the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, and
because it is the TABLE on which we celebrate Communion. Today,
Anglicans and Lutherans generally call it the ALTAR, while churches in
the Reform tradition tend to call it a Communion TABLE, “the Lord's
TABLE,” “the Holy TABLE,” and “the TABLE.”

In England with the Reformation the HOLY TABLE, by official
direction, was vested after the manner of an ALTAR and the
sacrificial nature of the Eucharist was recognized by mainstream
Church of England divines.

In the Prayer Book Psalter the word altar itself occurred several
times to refer to the altar in the temple in Jerusalem and eventually
in older American Prayer Books in the Office of Institution the ALTAR
was called the ALTAR in the prayers, in the rubrics, and in the Letter
of Institution but until recent versions the word TABLE was the
preferred way of referring to the ALTAR in all Prayer Books.

ALTARS DURING THE REFORMATION



Even as they directed the orderly removal of ALTARS, the Elizabethan
Injunctions provided for significant continuity between pre-
Reformation stone ALTARS and post-Reformation Communion
TABLES:

And that the holy TABLE in every church be decently made, and set in the
place where the ALTAR stood, and there commonly covered, as thereto
belongs.

Fair Linen is a long white cloth that covers the top of the ALTAR. It is the
ALTAR’S table cloth which typically hangs down some distance over the
ends of the ALTAR. The BCP directs that at the Eucharist the ALTAR “is
spread with a clean white cloth during the celebration.” References to
the fair linen first appeared in the 1552 BCP.

Historically, in the early church, a small TABLE was brought out and put
in place for the Liturgy of the Table and a white cloth was spread on the
TABLE. As late as the 8th century, deacons would spread a white cloth
upon the holy TABLE after the Liturgy of the Word.

ALTARS DURING THE REFORMATION



It is now appropriate for the linen ALTAR cloth to be spread on the
ALTAR before the service or at the offertory. This cloth may be
embroidered with five crosses for Christ’s five wounds, one on each
corner and one in the center. It represents Joseph of Arimathea’s
provision of a “clean linen” (Matt.27:59) for the crucified Savior’s
burial shroud. During the Eucharist a corporal (so-named because it
holds the sacramental Body of Christ) is spread on top of the ALTAR
cloth to catch any crumbs from the consecrated Host. It too is
embroidered with a cross or other symbol.

FAIR LINEN 



The absence of the word ALTAR from the standard 1662 BCP needs
to be set alongside its consistent use in the post-Reformation Church
of England. The use of 'priest' and 'sacrifice' in the 1662 rite implies
that the Holy TABLE was obviously an ALTAR. It was commonly
accepted that TABLE and ALTAR were complementary, not
contradictory, terms.

The standard Anglican 17th- and 18th-century commentary on the
BCP, Anthony Sparrow's A rationale upon the Book of Common-
Prayer of the Church of England (first published in 1655) insists that
'TABLE' and 'ALTAR' are interchangeable terms:

Now that no man take offence at the word ALTAR, Let him know that
anciently both these names ALTAR or holy TABLE were used for the same
things, though most frequently, the Fathers and Councils use the word
ALTAR. And both are fit names for that holy thing: For the holy
Eucharist, being considered as a Sacrifice, in the representation of the
breaking of the Bread, and pouring forth the Cup, doing that to the holy
Symbols, which was done to Christs Body and Blood, and so shewing
forth and commemorating the Lords death and offering upon it the
same Sacrifice that was offered upon the Cross, or rather the
commemoration of that Sacrifice. . . .

TABLE OR ALTAR?



Daniel Brevint's The Christian
Sacrament and sacrifice (1673), a
mainstay of Anglican Eucharistic
piety throughout the 18th

century, argues:
To men, it is a sacred TABLE,
where God's minister is ordered
to represent from God his
master the passion of his dear
Son, as still fresh and still
powerful for their eternal
salvation; and to God it is an
ALTAR whereon men mystically
present to him the same
Sacrifice, as still bleeding and
still suing for expiation and
mercy.

TABLE OR ALTAR?





James Woodforde (1740-1803), an
English clergyman mainly in
Somerset and Norfolk, is
remembered as the author of The
Diary of a Country Parson. He
described the Eucharist at
Christmas 1773:

The Warden was on one side of
the Altar and myself being Sub-
Warden on the other side - I read
the Epistle for the day at the Altar
and assisted the Warden in going
round with the Wine.

TABLE OR ALTAR?



Eamon Duffy (born 1947), Irish
historian and Professor of the
History of Christianity, Magdalene
College, Cambridge, notes in The
Voices of Morebath: Reformation
and Rebellion in an English Village
that Morebath’s parson, who
conformed and ministered
faithfully under the Elizabethan
Settlement, continued, in parish
documentation, to refer to his
parish's new Communion Table as
the ‘Altar.’ Duffy comments:

The combination of the old sacral
language of ALTARS ... is
instructive, and full of significance
for the future. Already, however
unwittingly, however tentatively, a
new ceremonial sensibility was in
formation.

TABLE OR ALTAR?



Palladius of Galatia, a Christian chronicler and the bishop
of Helenopolis in Bithynia, writing about 421 mentions that some
Roman ladies, who renouncing the world, bequeathed their silks to
make coverings for the ALTAR.

In the Gothic period, when the ALTAR tended to be lengthened,
one part of the linen pall became a long strip which covered the
top of the ALTAR and fell down over each end of the table top, and
the silk pall becomes the frontal covering the front elevation of the
ALTAR only when it stood close to a wall or screen.

During the middle ages the vesting of the ALTAR began to match
the color of the vestments of the day.

VESTING THE ALTAR



A frontal is a full-length, colored hanging covering the front of an
ALTAR, often made of silk or brocade cloth and matching the
liturgical color of the season of the church year. Altar hangings were
once on all sides of the ALTAR. As ALTARS were placed against the
east walls of churches in the later middle ages, only the front of the
ALTAR was visible to the congregation, hence its covering was
known as the frontal.

A covering, known as a superfrontal, may hang down from the top
front edge of an ALTAR. It is usually long horizontally and narrow
vertically and may be used with or without the frontal.

In The Liturgical Altar, considered by many to be “the bible” on the
subject of the ALTAR, Geoffrey Webb (1879-1954), the High Church
Anglican who converted to the Roman Church, calls it

a covering of honour for the body of the ALTAR which... represents
Christ Himself. . . .

He suggests that
the frontal serves to give to the ALTAR that architectural prominence
which its central position in the liturgy requires.

VESTING THE ALTAR



VESTING THE ALTAR

This ALTAR is vested with fair linen, frontal, and superfrontal. It has two
Eucharistic candles, the elements under a pall and additional elements,
and an altar book (missal) on a missal stand.



Historically, priests in the Church of England and other churches of the
Anglican Communion celebrated the Holy Eucharist standing at the
north-end (i.e. the left side) of the communion TABLE, according to the
rubric in the Book of Common Prayer. The people were able to see what
the presiding priest was doing the whole time. This standard was
challenged in the 19th century by the Oxford Movement, many of whose
leaders preferred the ad orientem position, which was standard in the
Roman Catholic tradition. At first, this was controversial, however, the
rubric requiring that the presiding priest stand at the north end of the
Table, facing liturgical South, was removed from the 1928 American
Book of Common Prayer, and praying ad orientem then became
common.

However, over the course of the last part of the 20th century, a great
many of those ALTARS have either pulled away from the wall or were
replaced by freestanding ALTARS in response to the popular sentiment
that the presiding priest ought not turn his back to the people during the
service. The perception was that this represented an insult to the laity
and their centrality in worship.

FACING THE EAST WALL



Some have argued that not facing east is a serious rupture with the
Church's ancient tradition that can give the appearance that the priest and
the people were engaged in a conversation about God, rather than a
conversation with God. It places an inordinate importance on the
celebrant’s personality by placing that person on a kind of liturgical stage.

When the presiding priest stood in front of the ALTAR facing east, his back
was turned to the congregation because he and the congregation were
together facing God in the east. This stance is technically called ad
orientem (literally, “toward the east”). The presiding priest and people
alike would face God when offering a sacrifice. They would together do
this out of respect for God since God is the one to whom worship is due,
the one to whom the sacrifice was being made.

The worship of the presiding priest and the congregation was directed to
God who is in Heaven beyond, over, and above us. The presiding priest and
people alike were joined in looking up to God who is transcendent and
infinitely greater than we are. It was like Moses climbing up Mt.Sinai to
meet God as the people looked on in fear and trembling unable to
approach the holy mountain (Ex.19:7-25).

FACING THE EAST WALL



The congregation in worship came humbly into the presence of
Almighty God who looked down on us from above. The presiding
priest led the congregation in approaching God and, therefore, his
back was turned to the congregation. He was like the leader of a
delegation petitioning a king and pleading for clemency. The
symbolic point was that the presiding priest and people alike were all
humbly facing God on His throne, God who is infinitely greater than
we are.

Today some Episcopal priests speak of the traditional ways as
“talking to the wall.”

FACING THE EAST WALL



The freestanding ALTAR is seemingly a restoration of an ancient
custom that was lost in the dark ages. Originally Christians may have
gathered around a TABLE as the disciples may have at the Last
Supper with Christ in the middle, to have a “love feast” (Jude 12) or
“the Lord’s Supper” (1 Cor.11:20) as it was called. This meal, which
was a memorial to Christ’s death (1 Cor.11:26), put the focus on the
community in which the Holy Spirit is present and manifest in love.

Beginning in the 1960s the liturgical churches began introducing
freestanding ALTARS. Today almost every church uses one. Therefore,
all who are under age fifty have only known freestanding ALTARS.
They seems traditional and normal to them rather than
revolutionary.

These folk cannot see how novel freestanding ALTARS are and how
their current placement changes what the faith had been.

MODERN FREESTANDING ALTARS



The freestanding ALTAR allows the presiding priest to stand behind it
facing the people. The presiding priest celebrates the Holy
Eucharistic turned toward the faithful (versus populum), emphasizing
Christ’s promise in Mt.18:20 that

where two or more are gathered in my name there am I in the midst of
them.

The celebrant stands within the congregation offering up to God a
sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving in memory of Jesus who is
present in the midst of His church, manifesting His love among the
members of the congregation.

By standing behind the ALTAR and facing the people, the presiding
priest draws attention to Christ who is among us. God is among us
here and now and we honor him by the love we show for one
another.

MODERN FREESTANDING ALTARS



Celebrating the Eucharist with the presiding priest facing the
people has had a radical effect on ALTARS and sanctuaries.

In many churches, like Grace St. Paul’s, the existing ALTAR was
brought forward in the chancel.

In other churches a new freestanding ALTAR was constructed in
front of the older ALTAR on a platform in the transept.

The new ALTARS often took a simpler form, with reduced
proportions because large ornate ALTARS might dwarf the presiding
priest standing behind them. In some churches the ancient cube-
shaped ALTAR reappeared.

MODERN FREESTANDING ALTARS



An altar guild is a volunteer group in a parish whose ministry is to
care for the ALTAR, vestments, vessels, and linens of the parish.
Altar guild members prepare the church for services and clean up
afterwards. Its members frequently supervise the decoration of the
front of the church with flowers. At one time the members were
always women.

ALTAR GUILD MEMBERS 



The Canons of 1640 adopted by the sees of Canterbury and York
commend the bowing toward the Altar as “pious, profitable, and
edifying” as was the

custom of the primitive church in the purest times, and of this church
also for many years of the reign of Queen Elizabeth.

The Rev. Percy Dearmer in The Parson’s Handbook (1899) points out
that

this bowing is distinguished from Rome. Our bowing is due to the
weight placed upon the Lord’s Table as the throne of God by the
Caroline Divines.

He argues that
bowing to the ALTAR is quite a different thing from bowing to the cross
on the ALTAR.

Many Episcopalians, however, have been instructed that what they
are doing is acknowledging the Cross on the ALTAR or retable. They
bow when approaching the ALTAR, crossing the chancel, or
sometimes when entering and exiting a pew, but not when crossing
from one side of the ALTAR to the other.

BOWING TOWARD THE ALTAR 



Bishop Jeremy Taylor (1613-67) in
On the Reverence due to the Altar
writes concerning the ALTAR or
Holy TABLE, which he call the seat
or throne of the Body and Blood
of Christ:

shall not the Christian Altar be
most holy where is present the
blessed Body and Blood of the
Son of God?. . .when the
Sacrament is Gone. . . The
relation is there still, and it is but
a relative Sanctity we speak of, if
all this be not enough to make a
thing most holy, there is no
difference, nor can be any in the
world between Sacred and
profane.

BOWING TOWARD THE ALTAR 



Reredos 
with an artificially lit 
stained-glass window

Retable

Eucharistic candle

Fair linen 

Frontal




