
The Altar
By Deacon Al Hogrebe

The company I worked for had transferred me from Detroit to Nashville, Tennessee, but 
we came back each year back to Michigan to celebrate Christmas with our children and 
New Year’s with our friends from St. Gerard.  

So, here we were celebrating New Year’s Eve 1992-93, in Irene Unsleber’s basement  We 
were having a great time enjoying each other, and hugging and shaking hands at midnight, 
wishing each other God’s Blessing, a happy New Year and Good Health.  Fr. Don was 
also present, and a little while later he took me aside and made me a proposition.

St. Gerard was in the process of a major remodeling of the whole church.  The interior of 
the church was going to be turned 180 degrees which meant the altar and communion rail 
were going to be dismantled and the sanctuary area, which had been elevated, was going to 
be made level with the rest of the church.  The new altar was going to be erected at the 
opposite end, slightly elevated.  The pews were going to be arranged in such a fashion that 
any pew, or person, sitting in them would be not more than 50 feet distance from the altar.

Well, anyway, Fr. Don said to me: “I heard that you like to work with wood.  How would 
you like to build our new altar and lectern?  Mind you, nothing fancy, very simple and 
straight.”   I thought I was not hearing right and asked Fr. Don to repeat what he had just 
said.  He smiled and said it again.  I told him I would like to have a little time to digest this.  
He told me to take all the time I need.

Well the party broke up a little while after, and on the way to my daughter’s house, where 
we were staying, I told Lu, my wife, what Fr. Don had asked of me.  I told her: “I think Fr. 
Don had too much wine, he asked me to build the new altar!”  She said: “They’ve got to be 
kidding.  How are you going to build an altar?  You’ve never done this before.  And where 
would you build it, in our garage in Faiview, Tennessee?”  Well, for a couple of days this 
was going around and around in my head.  And the more I thought about it the more I 
became use to the idea.  They were asking me to build an Altar for their house of worship.  
And I began to realize what an honor my friends were bestowing on me.  Also, I think the 
Good Lord was asking me to build his table.

I told Fr. Don that I would like to do it, but somebody else would have to design it since I 
don’t have any creative talent.  He said that was no problem and introduced me to Tim, a 
young man who was a Liturgical Furniture Designer.  We met and he showed me 8 1/2” by 
11” sketches of the altar.  Tim was under the impression that I was a Master Carpenter, 
because he told me he’ll leave engineering of the altar to me.  All he asked was that it be 
made from solid white oak.  I must say that I fell in love with the design.  Tim had taken 
some of the design of the existing stained glass in the church.  It was simple, very solid, but 
also very frail looking, like our faith in our Heavenly Father.  At times we feel very secure 
about our faith, but then we find out it is very frail and can break if we don’t take care of it 



by nurturing it.

Lu and I went back to our home in Fairview and I embarked on our venture about building 
an altar.  I said we, because without Lu’s moral support and care, (bringing coffee and cool 
drinks etc. down to me in our garage) I don’t think I could have done it.  This project so 
filled me that it almost interfered with my regular job as Maintenance Director at Bellevue 
Center in Nashville, Tennessee.  But Lu kept my two feet on the ground.  I put together a 
lumber list and went around to different lumber yards, including The Home Depot to find 
out about the cost of the materials.  St Gerard Parish was going to reimburse me for the 
materials.  The price of white oak, because it is quite rare, was and is still out of this world.  
(One would think it is laced with gold).  And I was reluctant to buy the lumber.

While I was still looking for the lumber, we were talking on my job about my project.  A 
fellow, working with me, suggested that I go to a saw mill.  I told him that I wouldn’t 
know where to look for one, but he told me not to worry, he would introduce me to friends 
of his who operated a saw mill. I spoke to those nice people and told them that I was 
building an altar for a church.  They assured me that they would take extra care in selecting 
the lumber, which they did.  The quality of the lumber was excellent, and the price was cut 
to little more than a third.  I did not tell them that the altar was for a Catholic church. My 
friend had told me that the people were Baptist.  In hindsight it probably would not have 
made a difference because we all are praying to the same God.

Then I went to work.  Every night after work and on weekends I spent some with my altar 
and lectern.  Before I started, I said a short prayer asking for the Lord’s guiding hand.  I 
also told the Good Lord that if he wants his altar built, I would need all the help he could 
give me.   Somehow I felt his help … Everything seemed to fall into place.  I rarely made 
mistakes.  Whenever I came upon a problem, somehow it was solved.  There was a driving 
force within me that kept me going, even in 95 degree weather.  A bucket of cold water 
over my head, or a cool drink, brought down to me by Lu, seemed to straighten me out.  
Even my language cleaned up when I happen to miss with my hammer and hit my finger … 
I felt the presence of the Lord.  In one of the columns, supporting the altar, I hid a small 
sign, which I had made and it says: “For the Gloria Dei, Anno Domini 1993”, and then my 
name.  That means “For the Glory of God, in the Year of our Lord 1993”.  The numbers 
1993 were done in Roman Numerals.  Just in case when, 5000 years from now, 
Archaeologists might dig up the area around Corpus Christi in Detroit, Michigan, and find 
this plaque with my name on it.  

My only real apprehension was that I could not talk to Tim, the designer of the altar and the 
lectern, to ask for details, since he was in Michigan and I was in Tennessee.  But I think, 
the Good Lord somehow communicated with both of us without us knowing it, because 
Tim came down after the altar was built, to take a look at it, and was real happy to see that it 
turned out the way he had envisioned it.  A friend of Tim, who lives in Tennessee, rented a 
truck and brought the altar and the lectern to then St. Gerard in Detroit, MI.  When the truck 
left my driveway, I said a little prayer, asking the Lord to watch over driver and truck.  



After all, those two pieces of furniture were my babies.

While I was building the sanctuary furniture, I was always thinking and wishing that I 
could be present at the rededication of the church.  Well the Good Lord interfered again in 
our favor.  Our youngest daughter Lee was going to get married on Saturday, Oct. 23, 
1993 and she had asked me to witness her wedding as a deacon.  We were so looking 
forward to this happy occasion.  And guess what … without us knowing it, the 
rededication was scheduled for Sunday, Oct. 24, 1993, and we were invited.  I was able to 
assist then Archbishop Maida during the Rededication Mass.  Deacon Dorsey assisted the 
Archbishop during the actual dedication ceremony.  My high point during this celebration 
came when the Archbishop rubbed the Holy Oil into the top of the Altar, which had been 
fitted with a slab of beautiful green marble.  I felt that our Heavenly Father had accepted the 
altar from me and made it his own.  It was a very moving experience.  The whole 
remodeling of the church turned out great and a lot of effort and personal time of the people 
of St. Gerard had been put into this effort for the “Glory of God”.  

Most of us, if not all, have had high points or moments in our life time.  This was definitely 
one of them for me.  Thank you, Lord, for the privilege.


