
 

 Page 1 

May 2023 

Things old and new… 
 

“Therefore every scribe who has been trained for the 
kingdom of heaven is like the master of a house, who 
brings out of his treasure what is new and what is 
old.”  Matthew 13:52 
 

Altars and their placement 
 

S ome may have noticed, and some maybe did 
not think much about it, that on Ash 
Wednesday of this last year, in both parish 

churches of our Area Ministry, the altars were 
returned to their original placement, as opposed to 
being in the “walkaround” position.  In fact, the altars 
in both churches are constructed in such a way as to 
be movable, when necessary.  It appears there was 
some intent behind that.  At St. Paul’s the fact that the 
altar can be moved back is a real help when there is a 
wedding, as then the entire wedding party can fit 
inside the altar rail and not be cramped against the 
front pew.  At Grace, it is said that the (again, 
movable) altar has been moved in order to 
accommodate an instrumental ensemble for an 
afternoon concert.  While on the outset, it may seem 
unimportant, there is a deep-running history and a 
spiritual and theological significance to how we use 
our altars. 
 

First, though, we need to have two terms explained, as 
these will be our “shorthand” for talking about how 
the altars are placed.  You will see the term ad 
orientem.  This Latin phrase means “to the east,” or 
“eastward facing.”  This is used for an altar that we 
say is “against the wall.”  Another phrase you will see 
is versus populum.  This is used to describe an altar 

that is away from the wall, where the celebrant stands 
behind and is “facing the people.” 
 

In the Judeo-Christian traditions, we first find the 
word for altar -  ,ִמזְבֵַּחmizbeaḥ - in Genesis 8:20.  
There, after leaving the ark, Noah “built an altar to the 
Lord.”  Likewise, Abraham builds altars at Shechem, 
Bethel, Hebron, and Moriah (the almost-sacrifice of 
Isaac).  Isaac built an altar at Beersheba.  Jacob built 
altars at Shechem and Bethel.  You get the idea; the 
list goes on! 
 

The Hebrew Bible’s concept of an altar has various 
purposes.  Many of them are simply places of prayer, 
thanksgiving, or marking a significant event.  In 
Genesis 12, when the Lord reveals the land of Canaan 
to Abram and promises the land to his posterity, 
Abram there builds an altar, but the text does not give 
us a description of what happens.  In almost all of the 
instances of an altar, whether in open air, the 
Tabernacle (the place of the Lord’s presence before 
the building of a temple), or in the Temple, the altar is 
a place where prayer is made and sacrifice is offered.  
Later there will be specific altars for specific 
functions – the altars of burnt offering and incense, 
respectively. 
 

By the time of Jesus, the altar of burnt offering and 
the altar of incense had their well-established place in 
temple worship.  In Luke 1, it is at the altar of incense 
where Zechariah, the father of St. John Baptist, is 
greeted by the Angel Gabriel, who brings news of 
Elizabeth’s pregnancy.  Jesus would have known of  
the schedule of sacrifices to be made, with its various 
requirements of animal and occasion (daily, Shabbat, 
Passover, etc.). (to p.  2) 
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(from p. 1) 

(to p. 3) 

 
For the earliest followers of Jesus, there would 
obviously have been no luxury of an altar for the 
sacred moments surrounding the Lord’s Supper.  In 
fact, the celebration of the Holy Eucharist, for the 
New Testament church, was indeed centered around a 
meal.  That was the case until such a time as we read 
in 1 Corinthians 11, the followers of Jesus created a 
most unfortunate situation for the church in regards to 
the Lord’s Supper. 
 

“In the following instructions I have no praise to 
offer, because your gatherings do more harm than 
good… when you come together, it is not the Lord’s 
Supper you eat.  For as you eat each of you goes 
ahead without sharing his meal.  While one remains 
hungry, another gets drunk.  Don’t you have your 
own homes in which to eat and drink?  Or do you 
despise the church of God and humiliate those who 
have nothing?”   (1 Cor. 11:17, 20-22) 
 

In that setting, the wealthier members of the church 
were able to be present early, eat and drink to their 
content, and leave nothing for when the poorer 
laborer members of the church came for the Lord’s 
Supper.  From there, Paul gives instructions for 
everyone to eat at home and then come together for 
the sharing of the bread and wine of the Lord’s 

Supper. 
 

From the time of the New Testament church and the 
following church fathers, we see a wide variety of 
worship settings – but mostly homes during that first 
period.  Even in later New Testament writings we 
hear of individual Christians sharing their home for 
the purpose of worship, such as Lydia of Thyatira, 
named in Acts 16:14-15.  Many of these homes were 
centered around a courtyard, in the center of which 
would be a pool of water.  Perhaps toward one end 
would be a table and seating for ordained persons, 
which would develop in the decades to come: 
deacons, presbyters (priests/pastors), and bishops. 
 

As the church moved and spread with a rapid speed, 
the Good News of Jesus came to Rome, where the 
followers of the Way would find themselves in 
precarious position.  Throughout the centuries 
following Constantine’s legalization of Christianity,  
 

 
we read of periodic persecutions of Christians – not a 
continuous policy, but outbursts of violent repression 
of Christianity.  During such times, it is thought that 
many of the Christians of Rome went into the 
underground burial areas called “catacombs” and 
there celebrated the Holy Eucharist on the tombs of 
the martyrs.  It has often been thought that the size 
and shape of the altars in Christian churches today is 
to be reminiscent of a tomb or coffin.  From that time 
came a practice, one which would be grievously 
abused by the Roman Church in the medieval era, of 
placing the relics (bone fragments, usually) into a 
stone that was installed in the middle of an altar, as at 
least a way of preserving the tradition of celebrating 
the Holy Eucharist on the tombs of those who had 
died for their faith. 
 

As Christianity came into the mainstream, with 
legalization under Constantine in 313, Christians 
began to occupy various civic buildings to use as 
places of worship.  Some of these civic buildings 
were multi-purpose buildings that served a variety of 
community and legal purposes.  These buildings, 
often seats of local power, were called 
“basilicas.”  (The word basileus in Greek conveys the 
idea of kingship and power.)  As Christians moved 
into basilicas, they inherited an architectural plan 
which would become the layout of churches 
throughout the world even to our own day, and in 
both Grace and St. Paul’s Churches. 
 

With the passage of time and the formalizing of this 
architectural style, we find what had been the 
standard into our own generation.  Altars were placed 
in ad orientem style, often attached to the wall, with 
the celebrant not facing the people, but facing the 
altar.  This ad orientem style, or facing liturgical east, 
became a standard practice – Christians in worship 
face east, or are pointed toward Jerusalem, looking  
for the coming of their Lord.  Remembering the 
catacombs, altars resembled tombs, with a fair linen 
cloth over them, reminding us of a burial shroud – 
some even having five crosses embroidered on them, 
symbolizing the five wounds of Christ. 
 

 
 

 
 

 



 

 Page 3 

(from p. 2 ) 

Fifty and sixty years ago, with the advent of the 
newer liturgical movement and the desire for 
modernization, the placement of the altar became a 
discussion once again. It had briefly been a 
discussion amongst the earliest Lutherans as Luther  
himself went back and forth on the idea – sometimes 
thinking the placement of the altar and other chancel 
items should be left alone and sometimes thinking the 
altar should be pulled away from the wall to avoid the 
look of the Roman church in its Mass, that is, to 
avoid the thought that the priest is re-sacrificing 
Christ on the altar.  Lutherans teach that the Holy 
Eucharist is a sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving on 
our part, and in the Sacrament, Christ makes the 
sacrifice of his Body and Blood present for us, but 
that sacrifice has been once-offered (Hebrews 10:10).  
However, the placement of the altar never ended up 
being an item high on the agenda of the Lutheran 
Reformation, one way or the other.  This is likely 
because by that time the churches of Europe were 
literally so built in stone that moving altars was next 
to impossible. 
 

So then that movement in the last fifty or sixty years 
that sought bring the church into modernity for a time 
made an issue of the placement of the altar.  It was 
somehow thought that the church would be more 
democratic and less clergy-oriented if the altar was 
pulled out and the celebrant was on full display for 
the people to see everything happening during the 
consecration.  Those goals are certainly not bad goals 
to have, but the church cannot achieve such by 
rearranging furniture.  Neither the desire to make the 
church less clergy-centered nor the idea of moving 
altars around was a new thing, even though many in 
that generation thought they had an original idea! 
 

So, then, what’s the right answer?  Should our altars 
ad orientem or versus populum?  Truthfully, there 
really is no right or wrong answer – only informed 
responses.  For the Lutheran Christian, there is no 
new law to be made in this regard.  I will offer that I 
believe the liturgical movement begun fifty and sixty 
years ago missed the mark in its desire to create 
equality by pulling altars out and having celebrants 
facing the people.  Instead of making equals, it put  
the pastor on display.  So often, during the 
Eucharistic Prayer, instead of offering prayer, pastors 

are making eye contact with individual people while 
they are supposed to be addressing God.  Every 
movement is on display, theoretically so people can 
see what is happening, though those very same 
people are often concentrating on the text in their 
service leaflet and not observing.  Having an altar 
versus populum creates a performer out of the pastor 
and a stage out of the altar.  Instead of creating 
equals, it puts the focus and emphasis on the 
celebrant. 
 

For the vast majority of Christian history, altars were 
ad orientem.  Such an arrangement does allow the 
church to move away from being so clergy-focused.  
If the altar is against the wall, or facing east, then the 
actions of the celebrant, and the celebrant himself, are 
no longer the focus.  When the altar is ad orientem, 
we are all facing the same direction for prayer – one 
people united – which was the goal of modern 
liturgical movement in the first place.  In wonderful 
timelessness, the traditional practice well serves the 
modern goal and teaches this church that we have one 
faith, one direction, and one Lord (Ephesians 4:5-6). 
 

Regardless how the altar is placed, this much is most 
certainly true: for the Lutheran Christian, the altar is a 
sacred place.  It is not made sacred by any 
ecclesiastical law, but it is made sacred by our Lord 

who continually gives us his Body and Blood in the 
Holy Sacrament.  Our altars have been cared for by 
generations of the faithful – almost always the 
women of the church who have selflessly given of 
themselves to take care of what is needed for Divine 
Service.  When you pass an altar, you pass the 
memory of all those who have gone before who have 
communed at that altar and cared for it.  The altar is a 
place of deep prayer where God’s abundant love is 
made known in Word and Sacrament. 
 
 

Things old and new… 
 

A monthly column for the parish newsletters of the 
Chesapeake Country Area Ministry, examining 
elements of our worship practices that we may be 
better equipped to give thanks for the inestimable gift 
of worship and liturgy in the Lutheran tradition. 
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Shore Lutherans - 

CCAM 

May 10    Garrett & Grayson Endzel 
May 15   Faith Howarth 
May 19    Vincent Boone-Banko 
May 24    John Burfeind 
May 24    Jeanne Hechmer 

Our Mission: “Grace Lutheran Church, a 
welcoming community of believers, 

proclaims the Gospel of our Lord and 
Savior Jesus Christ, equipping disciples to 
serve our congregation, community, and 

the world.” 

Scan for website! 

Rev. Jonathon Moyers, Pastor 
Deacon Michael Hiner, Minister of  
 Word & Service 
David A. Nicholson, Organist & Choir     
 Director 
Felice Scher, Office Administrator 
 
Linda Nabb, Council President 
Ron Lesher, Vice President 
Jan Krut, Secretary 
Dieter Bauer, Vicki Zobel 
Mariana Lesher, Treasurer 
Melissa Corbin, Financial Secretary 
 
Gracevine is published by and for members 
and friends of Grace Lutheran Church.  
 
Member of Delaware-Maryland Synod, 
ELCA 

  

 Some items discussed: 
 Improvement of livestream quality. 
 Adult Christian education possible 

schedule. 
 The creation of a Mission coordination 

team and possible schedule. 
 Blessing Box details. 

 Joint service with St. Paul’s at Tuckahoe Park 
scheduled for Sunday June 4.  

 Annabel Lesher and Sandy Banko appointed as 
Delegates to Synod assembly in June. 

 Creation of a team to handle Christmas tree and 
ornaments was recommended. 

 The resignation of Faith Howarth from Council 
was accepted. 

 Next Council meeting scheduled for Monday, 
May 22 at 6:30 pm. 

 
Minutes submitted by Felice Scher,   
Recording Secretary 

APRIL 24, 2023  
COUNCIL MEETING  
HIGHLIGHTS -  
Pending approval 
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FROM THE COUNCIL PRESIDENT 

T he early flowers have bloomed, the grass is 
growing, and the weeds have popped up. Must 
be late spring.  

 
May is the month where we begin to gear up or down 
in our planning for summer. We prepare for our joint 
worship and picnic with St. Paul’s on June 4 at 
Tuckahoe State Park. ( If you need a ride to attend, let 
someone on council or the office know.) Two 
delegates from Grace prepare to attend the Synod 
Assembly in Westminster on June 9-10. St. Paul’s 
prepares for Vacation Bible School, with some 
volunteers from Grace, to take place June 26th -30th. 
The choir winds down to begin its summer hiatus in 
June. 
 
May is also the month we want to begin an activity 
related to Christmas. The Council wants to use an 
artificial tree at Christmas and evaluate the decorations 
that will go upon it. We may need additional 
decorations, new decorations, or refurbish ones we 
already have. The council is asking for a team of 
volunteers who would select an artificial tree, evaluate 
the decorations, and purchase, assemble, or refurbish 
them as necessary. By working on this over the 
summer, everything can be ready before we get into 
busier time of year. Please contact the church office if 
you would like to be part of this team. 
 
    Linda Nabb 

 

 

A s of the end of March, operating income 
($31,488) is slightly ahead of operating 
expenses ($30,993). Our investment accounts 

total holdings are $250,040, a 7% increase since the 
end of December 2022. More details are available by 
contacting the church office.  

   Mariana Lesher 

FINANCIAL REPORT 

F or:  Nancy and Don Zepp, Carissa 

Tedesco (difficult pregnancy), Teri 

White (Sonia White’s daughter - eye 

surgery), Johanna Aust (Annabel & Ron Lesher’s 

granddaughter - illness), Erin Cranston (Melissa 

Corbin’s daughter - recovery from surgery), Kyah 

(Jan Krut’s niece - foot surgery), Kim Bogac (friend 

of Melissa Corbin in hospice care), Deacon Mike 

Hiner, Bev & Chuck Radvan, Andy and Mike 

[stroke] (friends of Ray Hobbs), Pat, Suzanne, Joe 

(friend of Jan Krut - esophageal cancer), Anastasiya 

Skudar (a former piano student of Ray Hobbs 

trapped in Ukraine with her mother), Robyn Allen 

(41-year-old woman with pancreatic cancer - friend 

of Nancy Coates), John Burfeind, Roberta and 

Ann (friends of Ray Hobbs), Laurie Gardner 

(friend of Ray Hobbs), David Edsall (son of Gary), 

Faith Howarth, Rosemary Kanner (friend of 

Melissa Corbin - cancer), and Patricia Hill-Kaplan 

(Faith Howarth’s sister). 

 

F or those who grieve:  Family and friends 

of: Curtis McClanathan (father of a 

friend of Melissa Corbin). 

  

T hanksgiving for healing and health:  

Rebecca Lesher (Annabel & Ron’s 

daughter), Ricky Vitanovec (Amber’s 

husband), Julie Roddin (Anne Dudley’s niece), 

Josh (Michelle Bullock’s brother), Ken Howarth 

(Faith & Ken’s son). 

 

T he Church throughout the world and 

our bishops: Bishop Bill Gohl, 

Presiding Bishop Elizabeth Eaton, 

Grace Lutheran Church (Hockessin, DE - Pr. Tara 

Magoon, Lutheran Volunteer Corps, and the 

Lutheran Church world-wide. 

PRAYERS OF INTERCESSION 

We lift up those in special need of  
God's hope and healing … 
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