
LITURGICAL VESTMENTS 

 

 

Alb-- The alb is the fundamental vestment for any liturgical minister. It covers 

the body from neck to ankle like a light, close-fitting robe with sleeves. It is 

white. The vestment takes its name from the Latin word for this color. When a 

priest or deacon vests for Mass, he wears an alb beneath his stole and chasuble or 

dalmatic. If the alb does not conceal his other clothing at the neck, he wears an 

amice beneath the alb. If the alb is too long, he ties a cincture around it, binding the vestment at 

his waist. In the United States, any acolyte, reader, altar server, or other minister at Mass may 

wear an alb (General Instruction of the Roman Missal, 339). If necessary, they would 

appropriately wear an amice or cincture as well, to cover other clothing or to help the fit of the 

garment. However, such ministers need not wear an alb; they may wear any dignified clothing. 

The white color of the alb calls to mind the baptismal garment, which in turn recalls the color of 

garments worn by heavenly beings in the New Testament. For example, Jesus appears in white at 

the transfiguration (Mark 9:3); an angel wears white at the resurrection (Matthew 28:3); two 

people in white stand near the apostles at the Ascension (Acts 1:10); and in the Book of 

Revelation, white is worn by beings including those who are proven victorious in life (3:4–5), 

the 24 elders (4:4), martyrs (6:11), and a huge number standing before the Lamb (7:9,13–14). 

Those who wear the alb at the altar on earth number themselves among the blessed who minister 

at the altar in heaven 

 

Amice-- The amice is a liturgical garment that may be worn around the 

shoulders under the long white alb. It is a rectangular or oblong linen cloth worn 

lengthwise. Two strings or tapes dangle from adjacent corners of the top, where 

a cross is sewn in the middle. Not only the priest, but also the deacon and even 

servers could wear amice, alb, and cincture—the belt that holds the alb in place. While vesting 

before Mass, the minister traditionally kisses the amice at the cross and then places it around the 

back of the head at the neck. The two long strings are crossed around the waist in front, in back 

and then in front again, where they are secured with a knot. The word is related to the Latin word 

amictus, meaning “wrapped.” The amice developed in the Roman or Western Church, but not in 

Eastern Churches. When it first appeared around the eighth century, it served as a neckpiece to 

cover street clothes and to protect other liturgical garments from sweat. In some places, it was 

tucked into place after putting on the alb, but that sequence eventually reversed. By the tenth 

century, when long hair was in vogue, ministers first placed the amice over the head like a 

helmet, to gather the hair before adding the other vestments. Then, the amice was dropped into 

place like a hood. Prior to the Second Vatican Council, the priest was asked to say this prayer 

while donning the amice: “Place upon my head, Lord, the helmet of salvation, to fight off the 

devil’s attacks.” Today, if the alb covers clothing at the neck, an amice need not be worn 

 

 



Black Vestments-- A priest and deacon in the United States may wear black vestments at 

funerals and at Offices and Masses for the Dead (General Instruction of the Roman Missal 346e). 

However, the custom has fallen out of favor. They may wear violet vestments instead, and this is 

still somewhat customary in countries outside the United States. But most commonly on these 

occasions the priest and deacon wear white, the color of the Easter season and of other festive 

celebrations. Prior to the Second Vatican Council, people frequently saw their clergy dressed in 

black vestments for daily Mass. On weekdays, as long as no feast was being celebrated, the 

priest often said a Mass for the Dead. Not a funeral Mass, it was an occasion to remember 

someone who had died some time ago. The custom of wearing black changed for two reasons. 

One was the desire to minimize the number of Masses for the Dead and to increase the number 

of Masses for other occasions. A weekday in Ordinary Time today, for example, may be 

celebrated as a Votive Mass, a Mass for some other need or occasion, or even as nothing more 

than an ordinary weekday. The Mass for the Dead may still be used, but other intentions have 

taken precedence. The priest vests in a color appropriate to the celebration at hand. The other 

reason for the change was the growing preference to use white for funeral Masses. The change 

investment color signaled a shift from concentrating on the loss of life to the promise of 

salvation. Because white has been used most frequently for funerals in the United States, it is 

also a preferred color for Masses of the Dead. 

 

Chasuble-- The chasuble is the large outer garment a priest wears at Mass. Only 

a priest (or bishop) wears one and only at Mass. The single exception is on 

Good Friday, when we have no Mass, but the priest who presides at the service 

of the Lord’s Passion wears the chasuble, linking the services from Holy 

Thursday to Easter. Its color announces the season or feast. This odd word 

comes from the Latin casula, meaning “little house.” Some of these garments 

seem ample enough to house a family of six. Originally, the casula was an outer 

cloak or jacket worn by men or women as secular dress on cool days. It was formed by two 

quarter-circles of cloth stitched together front and back. In liturgical usage, the seams became 

decorated. In time, the seams moved to the sides but the decorations remained, making the 

chasuble a portable billboard of liturgical symbolism, ranging from the tasteful to the absurd. 

During the Middle Ages, the priest started saying Mass with his back to the people and 

introduced the elevation of the host and chalice so everyone could see over his head. Fashion-

minded presiders noted that the old garment did not function well for the elevation; it bunched up 

the sleeves and pulled at the bottom. So chasubles became sleeveless, if you will, and servers 

began lifting up the bottom at genuflections, like bridesmaids tending the train. The stole, 

traditionally worn underneath the chasuble, is sometimes seen on top. It makes more visible the 

distinction between the stoles of the priest and the deacon and creates new opportunities for 

design, but the results do not always satisfy. A stole external to the chasuble is new in the history 

of vestments, so instructions on the practice are scarce. Although designs today run freely 

through a variety of shapes, colors, and patterns, the basic simplicity of the vestment remains. 

Priests concelebrating Mass may wear an alb and stole without the chasuble if they prefer. The 

presider may also wear a combination alb-chasuble with an external stole for certain occasions or 

groups. But the principal symbolic vesture for a presider at Mass is the chasuble—a “house” the 

Word of God inhabits, a cloak for the spiritual journey and a sign of our leader’s role 



 

Cincture-- The cincture is a rope worn around the waist of a liturgical minister 

wearing an alb. An alb is the long white vestment that covers the minister from 

neck to ankle. The cincture functions like a belt. It is sometimes called a girdle, 

but because that word refers to another type of garment in English, it is rarely 

used. The cincture is not the same as the fascia, a wide belt worn over a cassock. 

Any minister may wear a cincture in a Catholic service. This vesture is not limited to priests and 

deacons. Altar servers, for example, frequently wear one. The cincture performs the practical 

function of gathering and shaping the loose-fitting alb, especially one that is long. A minister can 

raise the bottom half of a long alb and hold it in place with a cincture. Traditionally the cincture 

is made of white linen or silk and has tassels or knots on either end. When the cincture is tied 

around the middle front, the two tassels dangle near both thighs. When tied with a slipknot to the 

side, the tassels may hang there together. Formerly the minister recited a prayer for chastity 

while binding the alb with the cincture. As the cincture kept the alb in place, so the minister 

prayed that a strong will would keep temptations in place. Not every minister wears a cincture. If 

the alb is made to fit one’s form, the cincture is optional (General Instruction of the Roman 

Missal, 336). Some ministers change the color of the cincture to match the one expected by the 

seasons and feasts of the year. Some religious orders keep the cincture as part of their habit 

 

Cope-- A cope is a liturgical vestment resembling a cape. It is worn by a priest to 

lend solemnity to a procession or a service that does not include Mass. He wears it 

instead of the chasuble, over an alb and stole, or over a cassock, surplice, and stole. 

The cope originated long ago as a hooded garment to protect the vestments from 

inclement weather. Its Latin name, pluviale, means “raincoat.” The ministers who first wore one 

probably removed it after entering the church building. During the Middle Ages, though, the 

cope developed additional purposes and came to be worn as a vestment on its own. Today’s cope 

reaches from neck to ankles and fastens in front with a simple clasp at the top. Some copes still 

have a hood, but most have a round or angular cloth flap on the back as its vestige. Many copes 

are highly decorated. They come in all the liturgical colors and observe the rules governing the 

appropriate color for the chasuble and stole. The priest may wear the cope when presiding at 

diverse occasions, including Exposition and Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament, the 

procession for Palm Sunday, the procession for the feast of the Presentation, marriages or 

funerals outside of Mass, and Morning or Evening Prayer. A bishop who confirms apart from 

Mass may also wear the cope to lead the ceremony. On Palm Sunday, if the priest wears a red 

cope for the blessing of branches and the solemn procession, he exchanges it for a red chasuble 

when he first reaches his chair in the sanctuary. 

 

 



   Dalmatic-- Today the dalmatic is not the sort of garment you expect to see 

outside of a Church service. When it first appeared in third century Rome from 

Dalmatia across the Adriatic Sea (the same place credited with a breed of dog 

made famous when 101 of them barked across movie screens), the garment 

made quite a fashion statement and senators adopted it as a sign of their rank. A 

calflength tunic, wide at the sleeves, worn without a belt, it caused some scandal before bishops 

and deacons started wearing it as well. By the eleventh century, the Church designated the 

dalmatic as a vestment proper to them. Worn over the alb, the dalmatic looks a lot like a 

chasuble, the outer vestment worn by the priest when he celebrates the Eucharist. It adopts the 

same color and often the same material as the chasuble. Many early examples sported two stripes 

from front to back across the shoulders. But the big difference in these vestments is sleeves. A 

chasuble is completely open from hands to floor, but a dalmatic has sleeves. Many people don’t 

notice the difference. For this reason, many deacons opt to wear the stole without the dalmatic 

because the deacon’s stole, cutting across the body at an angle and dropping in a dogleg near the 

knee, is more visibly distinct. Although the dalmatic is generally identified with deacons, it 

remains a vestment that may be worn by bishops as well. When a bishop vests for a solemn 

service, he may wear the dalmatic under the chasuble, and in fact was required to do so for 

almost the past thousand years. Today he may omit the dalmatic for a good reason, and many 

bishops have dispensed with it as unnecessary. During the ordination ceremony, the deacon 

formally receives his dalmatic, and it is placed on him by an assisting deacon or priest. By this 

investiture, the garment becomes a symbol of his role within the community 

 

Humeral Veil-- The humeral veil is a rectangular cloth worn over the shoulders of 

a vested priest or deacon and clasped at the front. It appears briefly in the liturgy 

when the Blessed Sacrament is venerated or transported some distance. An 

assistant usually brings the veil to the minister from behind; the minister raises his 

hands to receive the fasteners and draws the cloth around him to the front. Many 

veils have pockets where the minister inserts his hands before grasping the monstrance or 

ciborium. The custom honored the desire to revere sacred objects by not directly touching them. 

During the rite of Eucharistic Exposition and Benediction, the priest or deacon dons the humeral 

veil over his other vestments to carry the Eucharist from the tabernacle to the place of exposition 

at the beginning of the ceremony, and while making the sign of the cross over the people with 

the monstrance or ciborium near the end. On Holy Thursday, the Mass of the Lord’s Supper 

concludes with a procession of the remaining consecrated communion breads from the altar to 

the tabernacle. The priest wears the humeral veil while carrying and positioning the sacred 

vessels. The humeral veil is also worn while carrying the Blessed Sacrament in outdoor 

Eucharistic processions. When a new church and altar are dedicated, the Blessed Sacrament 

chapel is inaugurated after Communion. The bishop wears the humeral veil to carry the Eucharist 

from the altar to the tabernacle. Prior to the Second Vatican Council, the veil was worn to bring 

viaticum to the dying, but the liturgy no longer calls for this. The word “humeral” comes from 

the Latin word umerus, meaning the shoulder or upper arm. 

 



Pallium --The pallium is a special collar worn by metropolitan archbishops over the 

chasuble at Mass. This narrow white woolen band circles the neck and drops black-

tipped pendants down the chest and back. The pallium is decorated with six black 

crosses and pierced with three decorative pins. The wool comes at least in part from 

two lambs blessed each year on January 21, the feast of St. Agnes, a fourth-century 

Roman martyr whose name derives from agnus, the Latin word for lamb. In a lively 

ceremony at Rome’s cathedral, the lambs arrive by limo, receive a blessing, and enter the care of 

a nearby convent. The wool shorn from these lambs is fashioned into the palliums and brought to 

St. Peter’s in the Vatican to be blessed by the pope on June 28, the first evening of the Solemnity 

of Sts. Peter and Paul. That night the palliums rest beneath the main altar, at the tomb of St. 

Peter. Archbishops from around the world appointed within the preceding year receive their 

palliums from the pope the next day. An archbishop wears the pallium at any liturgical ceremony 

within any diocese in his metropolitan see. He may not wear it outside this area because it 

symbolizes his local authority and responsibility. The pope wears the pallium at any time and in 

any place. When the pope travels outside Rome to another metropolitan see, the local archbishop 

may not wear his pallium at home in the presence of the pope. When they began their service in 

1978, Pope John Paul I and Pope John Paul II each chose to be invested with the pallium rather 

than the papal crown known as the tiara. In 2005 and 2013, Pope Benedict XVI and Pope Francis 

made the same choice. 

 

Purple and Blue-- Violet is the vestment color for Advent and Lent, but many parishes are seeing 

tints that range from deep purple to blue. The liturgical books do not distinguish the colors of 

Advent and Lent. Violet may also be used for Masses for the Dead, funerals, All Souls Day, the 

Sacrament of Penance, and Masses with a penitential character—such as “In Time of War and 

Civil Disturbance,” “In Time of Famine or for Those Who Suffer from Famine,” and “For 

Forgiveness of Sins.” Even so, shades of violet may appear. Since liturgical colors are so few, 

they sometimes work overtime. For example, red must cover the feast of a martyr, but also 

Pentecost Sunday. Because the color is the same, vestment makers sometimes distinguished the 

feasts by putting designs on their handiwork. In a typical sacristy closet there may hang some red 

vestments that carry crosses and others that sport doves. Although decorative symbols have 

ornamented vestments for centuries, the placing of one symbol onto another symbol can 

minimize the effectiveness of both. Therefore, many parishes are selecting vestments that avoid 

the doves and crosses, but evoke the feasts and seasons with patterns of colors. Symbols are still 

effective in decorating the church, so an Advent Wreath, a Crown of Thorns, poinsettias, and 

lilies will help worshipers enter the spirit of the season. But they belong on the floor, not on the 

priest. Advent and Lent call for the same color, but the seasons unfold in different moods. Lent 

maintains its double focus: it renews the community and prepares those to be baptized at Easter. 

Advent barely suppresses its joy. The Alleluia still resounds before the Gospel, the preparatory 

season is short, and the voices of the prophets exult for the feast which is drawing near. Advent 

is like a pregnancy; Lent is like a treatment. Consequently, some communities search for 

different intensities of violet to match the mood of the seasons. We don’t have new liturgical 

colors; we have more expanded sensitivity to our symbols. 

 



Roman Collar --Among the vestments worn by the Catholic clergy, none is more 

distinctive than the priest’s Roman collar. Although a fairly recent addition to 

clerical wardrobe, the collar helps people immediately identify their spiritual leader. 

Seminarians may also wear the collar before their ordination. The Roman collar is a 

white band circling the neck, supported by a garment usually of black cloth. The 

height of the white band may vary. The black cloth may conceal all but a small square of white 

or leave it entirely exposed. The variations in the size and visibility of the collar stem from its 

national origins and have nothing to do with the rank of the clergy. Some prelates, though, may 

wear shades of purple or red cloth instead of black to designate their station. Members of a 

religious order may wear a collar the color of their habit. In the last part of the twentieth century, 

the clergy shirt became available in various colors, in imitation of the diversification of color in 

professional men’s clothing in the secular sphere. Black, though, remains the characteristic color 

for clergy apparel. The practice of clergy wearing a special collar began in the fifteenth century 

and became widespread by the seventeenth. The collar simplified their wardrobe and became as 

much a sign of poverty as of position. As with other aspects of clerical vesture, it drew its 

inspiration from contemporary secular fashion but became identified with religious wear and 

developed accordingly. The white collar was originally made of linen, but today it is most 

commonly plastic, providing comfort in its wear, sharpness in appearance, and ease in its 

cleaning. When the clergy wear liturgical vestments at church, the Roman collar may not be 

visible, but it remains the standard uniform for the clergy on the job 

 

Stole-- The stole is a vestment worn by clergy at a liturgical ceremony. A 

long strip of cloth several inches wide, it frequently bears tassels, fringes, or 

designs. It usually bears the color assigned to the feast, season, or occasion—

for example, red for a martyr’s feast, white for Easter, and purple for the 

Sacrament of Penance. A stole distinguishes the diversity of ministries. 

Deacons wear it over the left shoulder, the two ends joined under his right 

arm at the hip. The priest and bishop wear it around the neck, the two ends hanging down in 

front to the knees. Other ministers do not wear the stole. Some further conventions for how the 

stole is worn have evolved. At Mass, it is traditionally worn over the alb and beneath the priest’s 

chasuble or the deacon’s dalmatic. However, today the stole is often seen on top of these 

vestments as an embellishment. At services other than Mass, because the chasuble and dalmatic 

are not worn, the stole stands out plainly over the alb, surplice, or religious habit. Formerly, a 

priest crossed the two ends in front of his chest while vesting for Mass, but this is no longer 

required. If the cleric is wearing a cincture (a belt-like rope to bind the alb), it may also secure 

the stole. As with other vestments, the stole originated as practical secular wear. The early 

Greeks wore a long garment called a stola. The fourth-century Romans gave the same name to a 

scarf worn by distinguished citizens as a sign of public honor. By the sixth century, the Church’s 

ministers were wearing the garment, and by the ninth century, it became a requirement. When 

cut in a tasteful design and appropriately decorated, the stole will enhance the beauty of the 

liturgical rite 

 



Vesture for Ministers-- The diversity of vestments shows the diversity of ministries. At almost 

any Eucharist, the priest’s attire differs from the server’s. A deacon also wears vestments 

pertinent to his ministry. Readers rarely do. The assembly wears no liturgical vesture. 

Communion ministers in some communities wear something to distinguish their role; in other 

communities, they do not. There is no universal rule governing this choice. The vestment 

common to ministers of every rank is the alb, a loose-fitting, full-body white garment with 

sleeves. It may be bound at the waist with a cincture. Altar servers frequently wear an alb or its 

shorter version, the waist-length surplice, donned over a cassock. The vestments for all ministers 

other than priest and deacon may be determined regionally. Servers wear vestments by local 

tradition more than by Church law. A customary vesture of readers or Communion ministers is 

less generally observed. Within a particular parish or diocese, you may see Communion 

ministers in an alb or some other local vesture. Some communities ask their ministers to wear a 

pin or pendant identifying their service. Many avoid insignia that might compete with those that 

identify other ministers: Stoles belong on deacons and priests; the pectoral cross identifies a 

bishop. Liturgical attire for Communion ministers may lend to the solemnity of the ceremony, 

but dressing like others in the assembly may emphasize the service all are called to render. 

Thoughtful lectors and ministers of communion who wear no liturgical vestment generally want 

to appear appropriately dressed for their service. They choose attire that calls less attention to 

themselves and more to the word they proclaim and the communion they share with the 

assembly. 
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