Reordering St Chad’s

In his article ‘Nave Altars - Traditional or Trendy’ in April’s Parish Magazine, Roger Davis focuses on the position of altars in the church, and concludes nave altars are ‘trendy’, a now unfashionable ‘fad’.  Roger cites an article by Tobias Haller. I have looked with interest at Haller’s article, and find no accusations of ‘trendiness’ or ‘fads’ in it, so I was sorry that a jibe was used in an article about this important issue for St Chad’s.

Tobias Haller is a vicar of an Episcopal Church in New York, and a member of the Brotherhood of St Gregory. This, I understand, is a relatively ‘high Anglican’ background.  His article ‘People, Look East’ is mainly about the direction priest and people face during the Eucharist, rather than the position of the altar in itself.  He advocates facing east (traditionally, this means the priest facing the altar at the east end, so having his back to the congregation as he consecrates the bread and wine, as is done at our BCP communion services).  Haller’s reasons are that all facing the same way promotes an image of procession towards God, and reduces the idea of performance by the vicar. He suggests this helps a sense of the transcendent.  In contrast, he suggests the vicar facing the congregation strengthens the focus on the performance of the cleric, and creates an image of inward circle rather than procession.  However, he does admit it can also work powerfully to give a sense of the transcendent. With regard to the altar, Haller suggests that in different times in church history, altars have been free standing, or fixed, linked to an emphasis on the last supper or sacrifice respectively.  What matters therefore, is the symbolism these positions have for us.   

In St Chad’s, of course, the symbolism of facing east does not work, as the church does not lie on the traditional east/west line, it is geographically almost 90 degrees more south/north!  In practice, when we reorder we will still move to the altar (procession), and gather round it (circle) to celebrate communion.  If some people do want the vicar to face away from the congregation, I expect he still will in BCP services.  Personally I do not mind which way the vicar faces at communion.  (I’ve assumed Churches often have the altar in the east end because of Jewish origins, or the even older tradition of hailing the sun-rise.)  Jesus, as a Jew, actually probably reclined on the floor for the Last Passover Supper, with individuals having small tables in front of them, as Romans and Greeks did.  Which way they all faced must have depended on the shape of the room they were in.  Today, Jews celebrate Passover sitting around a table.  (I’ve checked these ‘facts’ with Jewish sources!)  Symbols are only symbolic if they have meaning for us.  Otherwise, they are just customs.    

Can we make a connection between these concerns and the reordering at St Chad’s?  Yes, in the sense that the prime aim of the reordering is to help us develop our faith, to have an enhanced sense of shared communion with God, and with each other as the church of Christ. These days, we could argue that fragmentation of society requires a stronger alternative perception of what holds us as one, making a focus on shared communion of great importance, and enabling us to seek and welcome newcomers because there is something of shared value to welcome them to.  Helping us think afresh about what we are doing at communion, and to feel more as if we are members of ‘the body of Christ’, is, I think, what it is about.   It is a wonderful chance to renew our faith because we have to think what it means – communion with God - symbolically and actually at the centre.
Change is disturbing for us.  But, it inevitably happens.  In our reordering, we have the chance to take decisions about what we would like to become as a church.  It is about our spiritual development much more than it is about furniture.                Jenny Willison

