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New Jerusalem Becomes Altar-Centered: The 1932 Rededication  

 

On November 6, 1932, five years into the ministry of Reverend and Mrs. Tobler, there occurred 

here a service of rededication of this church, which included a presentation of the altar painting 

which we discussed earlier, the first of the memorial windows, a new altar, pulpit, and lectern, 

and upholstered chairs for the minster and deacons—plus there had been painting of the walls 

and cleaning and refinishing of the floors for the occasion. 

A list of gifts prepared at the time listed: 

 Interior painting, and new carpets and chancel draperies presented by the Ladies Aid 

Society. 

 Chairs for the choir presented by members of the choir and by a gift from Mr. and Mrs. 

H.C. Filler. 

 Organ for the Sunday School presented by Mrs. Lettie Souder. 

 Painting of the church roof, funded by the congregation. 

 Memorial windows presented as gifts and memorials, as shown by their inscriptions; 

fundraising had begun in August 1931 for the stained-glass windows. 

 Transom over the tower entrance, presented by Mr. and Mrs. H. W. Hickman. 

 The chancel picture presented by Mrs. Elizabeth Ropp George, in honor of her parents 

(i.e. the Altar Painting which we discussed earlier). 

 The altar cross, a gift of Dr. and Mrs. A.B. Householder. (This is what we now call the 

“river cross,” and is used as our processional cross.) 

 Mr. and Mrs. J. D. Brown presented a sum of money to purchase a receiving basin for 

offerings. 

 A baptismal bowl presented by Mrs. J.L. Lodge. 



 Bookmarks and emblems for the pulpit and lectern covers given by Miss Nina Hickman. 

 The altar, pulpit, and lectern were purchased out of a bequest by Mrs. Edith Fry. 

The brass plaque on the front of the pulpit says: “ALTAR-LECTERN-PULPIT dedicated to 

the Glory of God, 1932, placed in memory of Edith Fry.” Thus, the configuration of the back 

altar, and the pulpit and lectern are much the same today, as it was in 1932. 

At this point, as Pastor Kretsinger pointed out in his history of this congregation, we became 

an “altar-centered church,” rather than a “pulpit-centered church”—as we had previously been. 

(In fact, Pastor Kretsinger states: before this, we had no altar at all.) To see what the chancel 

looked like after the 1932 changes, see the photo on p. 26 of the 1965 New Jerusalem history A 

People of God. 

Pastor Kretsinger also noted that making us an altar-centered church was one of the changes 

during the Tobler years that made us “more Lutheran.” Being altar-centered is traditionally 

associated with the Roman Catholic, Anglican, and Lutheran churches; at the other end of the 

spectrum are the Baptist churches and other Protestant bodies considered “pulpit centered.” This 

is sometimes taken as a marker of the “high-church/low-church” differentiation. At the risk of 

over-simplification, we can say that altar-centered represents an emphasis on Christ’s sacrifice 

for our salvation, expressed through the sacrament of Holy Communion; pulpit-centered 

represents an emphasis on scripture and the Word, expressed through preaching.  

Many Lutheran churches in Germany and some in the United States were sort of a hybrid: 

they were designed with a very large pulpit in the center, with a smaller alter in front of the 

pulpit.  

Now, you might ask: Why do we seem to have two altars—the original one in back against 

the east wall, and a free-standing altar, or table, here in front? 

Our free-standing altar table was installed in 1997, at the same time that we began using real 

wine instead of grape juice for communion. This was a somewhat belated response to a trend that 

began among Roman Catholics after the Second Vatican Council (“Vatican II”)—which 

included a free-standing altar so the priest could face the congregation, as well as celebrating 

mass in the vernacular language (not Latin), and offering communion of “both kinds”—both the 

bread and wine. An important aspect of this was that the priest was no longer celebrating the 

mass with his back to the congregation—making the people somewhat passive observers.  

Many Episcopal and Lutheran churches followed suit by installing free-standing altar tables, 

as we did in 1997. 

 

**** 



1
 For a dramatic example of this, note the massive center pulpit at Zion Lutheran in Baltimore. 

 
1
 Just last Friday, Oct. 30, the ELCA issued a press release on the newly-issued “Declaration on 

the Way: Church, Ministry and Eucharist”—which it calls “a unique ecumenical document that 

marks a pathway toward greater unity between Catholics and Lutherans.” It cites thirty-two 

points on which there are no longer church-dividing issues between Roman Catholics and 

Lutherans, and it also identifies differences that remain. 

http://www.zionbaltimore.org/vtsanctuary.htm
http://www.elca.org/News-and-Events/7792

