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Part 10: The Altar of Sacrifice 

 
Over the past nine weeks, we’ve been 

exploring the various aspects of our current 
renovation project.  Ultimately, the purpose of 
this project is to facilitate a closer relationship for 
each of us with Jesus Christ and His Church.  
Perhaps nowhere in the church is that 
relationship with Christ more clearly expressed 
than in the Altar of Sacrifice.   

Last week we explored the progression of the 
pilgrimage from Baptism in the font up the center 
aisle to the Holy of holies, the Sanctuary itself.  
You will recall that the Sanctuary is the “nerve 
center” of the church, the focal point at which 
heaven and earth meet at each and every Mass. 

There are only three furnishings that are 
present in every Roman Catholic Sanctuary in 
the world: the altar, the ambo (from which the 
word of God is proclaimed), and the presider’s 
chair.  Many other furnishings might be present, 
but only those three are required in the 
Sanctuary by liturgical law.  In this article we’ll 
examine the altar. 

 

 
The reshaped OLMC altar 

 
Much can be learned about the altar from a 

study of the words and actions of the liturgy itself.  
One of the most beautiful and symbolically rich 
liturgies of the Church is the Order of the 
Dedication of a Church, celebrated when a 
church building is first used for Mass.  The 

following passage is from the Liturgical Institute 
in Mundelein, Illinois, one of the world’s most 
solid centers of liturgical study.  For an excellent 
four-minute video on the altar, see Episode 26 at 
http://www.elementsofthecatholicmass.com/episo
des : 

“The altar is the central feature of every 
Catholic church.  It is the most significant 
element in the church building.  It is even more 
significant than the tabernacle, since without 
altar, there is no reserved Blessed Sacrament. 

The altar is the focal point of every liturgical 
celebration.  The Church teaches us that Christ 
himself is the Victim; Christ is the Priest; Christ is 
the Altar of Sacrifice. 

The Order of the Dedication of a Church can 
teach us much about the meaning of the altar.  
Until the altar is consecrated, it is treated as an 
inanimate object.  At the beginning of this 
ceremony, the altar is ignored: there is no bow, 
no kiss, not even lighted candles. Before its 
consecration the altar is merely an object, a hunk 
of stone, a chunk of wood. 

When it is put into service for the worship of 
God, the altar is first sprinkled with holy water.  
This constitutes a kind of washing or baptism; it 
is then anointed with Sacred Chrism [the oil used 
in baptism].  The altar is honored with incense, 
and it is dressed with a white cloth, analogous to 
the garment of the newly baptized.  Candles are 
brought and, in the celebration of the Eucharist, 
the altar receives the Body of Christ.  That altar, 
like the Christian at Baptism, is made another 
Christ.  The altar is the permanent symbol of the 
presence of Christ for the Christian community.” 

Note that the altar is a primary symbol of 
Christ himself in the Liturgy.  That is why, 
whenever someone crosses in front of the altar 
during Mass, the Church calls for a profound bow 
in reverence to the altar (not the tabernacle).  It is 
significant that, outside Mass, when the Blessed 



Sacrament is present in the tabernacle, we 
genuflect to Christ’s Real Presence in the 
tabernacle.  But during Mass, the only 
genuflections to the tabernacle are when the 
priest is opening and closing it and at the very 
beginning and end of Mass.  All other reverences 
by priest and people are made to the altar itself 
as a symbol of Christ.  Usually that is a bow; the 
only genuflection is immediately after the 
consecration, when the Real Presence is actually 
there on the altar.  In general, then, we genuflect 
to the Real Presence of Christ; we bow to the 
symbol of Christ. 

In the present renovation, our altar will not be 
a new altar, but it will be reshaped and 
refurbished.  The “mensa,” or top surface, is the 
exact same as we had before.  Therefore, the 
altar will not need to be re-anointed and 
rededicated.  The changes will come in the base, 
as pictured on the previous page.  In lieu of the 
central pedestal we had before, this base will be 
a full base under the entire mensa, more fully 
conveying the profound weight and solidity of the 
permanent symbol of Christ.  The decorative 
columns near each corner of the altar will now 
match the corresponding columns on the ambo 
and the base of the tabernacle mensa.  Before 
the renovation, these columns were a potpourri 
of various designs and did not match. 

The front of the altar will display a newly 
fashioned ornament, the ancient symbol “IHS.”  
We have all seen the IHS dozens of times in 
Catholic art, but its meaning is perhaps not well-
enough known. 

 

 

In short, the IHS comes from a Latinization of the 
first three letters of the Greek name of Jesus, 
IHΣΟΥΣ, iota-eta-sigma, or ΙΗΣ.  It is, then, 
simply a symbol of the Holy Name of Jesus.   

Each year in the Palm Sunday liturgy we hear 
of the importance of Jesus’s name in this reading 
from the Letter of St. Paul to the Philippians: “At 
the name of Jesus every knee should bend, of 
those in heaven and on earth and under the 
earth” (Phil 2:10).  Devotion to the Holy Name of 
Jesus has been a common Catholic practice 
since the 15th century.  Countless churches are 
under the patronage of the Holy Name, and the 
liturgy calls for us to bow our heads (watch the 
priest and servers) every time the name of Jesus 
Christ is spoken in the Mass.  The Holy Name of 
Jesus carries both comfort and power.  What an 
appropriate symbol, then, to adorn the altar, itself 
both symbol and bearer of Christ himself! 

Last Sunday we heard Fr. Aaron preach about 
a display in the narthex over the next month or so 
that bears this same “IHS” symbol.  We are 
asked to prayerfully consider what prayers and 
sacrifices from our lives in the world we wish to 
present to God at each Mass, write them on slips 
of paper, and drop them in the clear container on 
the front of the narthex display.  The plan is for 
those prayers to be included inside the base of 
the new altar, so that at every Mass, we may 
remember the prayers and commitments we are 
offering along with the Body and Blood of Christ. 

At the top of the narthex display is a threefold 
reminder of how we might cooperate with the 
Holy Name of Jesus, IHS, to build up His 
Kingdom: 

 

♦ Invite Jesus into your day. 
♦ Hear what He has to say. 
♦ Show others the way. 

 
The hope is that, each time we enter the 

church, approach the sanctuary, and behold the 
altar, we will contemplate the Holy Name of 
Jesus and be reminded to do just that!   


