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Foreword

If I were asked to name the one artifact that is the clear and unique
expression of the liturgical ethos and genius of the Churches of the

Byzantine Rite, I could not find a much better example than the anti-
23. ANTIMENSIUM OF BISHOP EMIL JOHN MIHALIK mensium (antimension). Developed by the liturgists of that rite, it has

(r. 1969- ) been used almost exclusively by the Churches of the Byzantine or
Greek Rite until modern times,

The antimensium (called ‘“‘antimins” by the Slavs), as the ety-
mology of its name suggests (“anti” is Greek for “instead of,” and
’ “mension’’ a Greek neologism derived from the Latin technical term for

the altar table, ““mensa’), is a substitute for a fixed consecrated altar; in
short, it is a portable altar. In modern form it is a piece of linen or silk
about 18 inches square. Printed on the square is a representation, or
icon, of the Deposition from the Cross or the Entombment of Christ. A
small pouch containing Relics of a Martyr Saint is sewn to the other
side.
Portable altars were not unknown in the early Christian East or
West. They were used, for instance, when a church was destroyed by
some calamity, or when important personages or themilitary were on a
journey accompanied by their chaplains. However, these portable altars
took the form of fairly clumsy tablets of stone (the “petra sacra” of
the West) or of wood (in the East).
The antimensium was born out of necessity in the turmoil of the
Iconoclastic struggles of the VIII and IX centuries. The Iconoclasts, or
“smashers of images,”” wrongly felt that the prohibition against images
(icons) found in the Old Testament was valid also for the New Testa-
ment. This heresy had few adherents among the faithful, but the em-
perors of Byzantium seized upon it as a pretext to take over the monas-
teries and plunder the churches. In the eastern portion of the Roman
Empire, the Iconoclasts destroyed a great many icons and disposed of
the Relics of the Saints, the bodies or portions of the bodies of Saints
which had been enshrined in churches and connected from the incep-
tion of Christianity with the celebration of the Holy Mysteries.
. The antimensium solved two problems: it provided Christians,
barred from their churches by the Iconoclasts, with a portable altar
that would sanctify any place of worship. Even when they were not
actively persecuted, orthodox Christians did not want to celebrate in
churches together with heretical ministers or in churches defiled by
them. Their altars had to be more portable, less clumsy, and more
easily hidden than a consecrated tablet of wood. And the antimensium
also helped to resolve the confusion engendered by the acrimonious and
long-drawn-out struggles associated with the Iconoclastic persecution.
The orthodox had been turned out of their churches, Holy Relics of the
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