Notes on Stripping of the Altar
The ceremony of stripping of the altar involves the progressive removal of the appointments and cloths covering the altar. This is done towards the end of the service, either during silence or during the reading of Psalm 88 or Psalm 22:1-11 or Psalm 22:1-21.

Originally the stripping was done on Maundy Thursday in order that the cloths and the altar might receive their once-a-year wash in preparation for Easter, but these days symbolism, rather than pragmatism, calls for the ceremony to be observed. The stripping of the altar table is seen as a symbol of the way in which Christ was stripped of his clothing and his dignity before his crucifixion. The rite points ahead to the second day of the Three Days to Easter celebration, Good Friday.

The sequence of removal of objects and cloths should be carefully planned beforehand. The assistants will need to be selected and trained, and, unless the cloths and objects are taken out of the church immediately, a small table must be prepared on which they may be placed once they have been removed. It perhaps works best if the pastor and one other assistant do the task of actually removing the cloths and other objects, and they then hand them to other assistants standing at the altar rail, who then put them away in the place prepared.

While the altar is stripped, the psalm may be sung or read. This is best done by a solo cantor or reader. An antiphon, Psalm 22:18, may be read at the beginning and the end of Psalm 88. The 'Glory to the Father . . .' is not used at the end of this psalm, nor with any psalms of the Three Days to Easter celebration.

If the lights are to be progressively dimmed, that should be well regulated, since a sudden darkness will take worshippers by surprise. A small light or candle needs to be provided for the person reading the psalm.

The rite suggests that the congregation may kneel and 'remain for a time of silent meditation'. In fact, worshippers are often reluctant to do so since they feel uncomfortable in this 'nothing'. One thing that may encourage worshippers to avail themselves of this opportunity for meditation is to use this time for a Taize-style meditation (see 'Taize songs suitable for Maundy Thursday', under Music and Song), but the use of silence should still be encouraged.

The service ends with the celebrant(s) and congregation leaving in silence.

