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LITURGICAL MINISTERS  (In alphabetical order) 

Acolyte- An acolyte is a minister whom a bishop institutes for service at the Mass. All acolytes 

are male. Almost all of them are preparing for ordination to the diaconate or to the priesthood. A 

bishop has the option of instituting other men into the ministry of acolyte, but very few bishops 

exercise it because any male or female extraordinary minister of Holy Communion can perform 

most of an acolyte’s duties. The word acolyte may be used more colloquially to refer to altar 

servers in general, but the English translation of the General Instruction of the Roman Missal 

reserves the word for those appointed to this specific ministry by a bishop. Acolytes are 

extraordinary ministers of Holy Communion. Their counterparts, males and females, are 

commissioned—not instituted—to this ministry for service in parishes. They may assist the 

priest and deacon in distributing the Body or Blood of Christ when the number of communicants 

is large. Unlike other extraordinary ministers, instituted acolytes may purify the vessels after 

Communion. That is, they may use a purificator to sweep the crumbs from the ciboria into the 

chalices, add water to the chalices, drink the water, and wipe the vessels clean with the 

purificator. Other ministers and sacristans may then wash the vessels with soap and water after 

Mass. Most parishes do not have instituted acolytes. They use commissioned extraordinary 

ministers of Holy Communion to fulfill their needs. However, some parishes are blessed with 

candidates for the permanent diaconate and seminarians in formation for the priesthood. At one 

point on their vocational journey, a bishop will institute them into the ministry of acolyte. At that 

time, they will further enrich their community by their Eucharistic service. 

Altar Servers --Altar servers assist at Mass. They may carry the cross, candles, and incense in 

the procession .At the Preparation of the Gifts they arrange the corporal, purificator, chalice, pall, 

and Missal on the altar, and assist in receiving the offerings. They present the water to the priest 

or deacon, who adds some to the wine. Servers may incense the priest and the people. They wash 

the priest’s hands. They may ring a bell and incense the Body and Blood of Christ during the 

elevations. They may exchange peace with other ministers. After Communion, they may remove 

the vessels. Servers have their own seats, and they show their reverence by their dress, by 

bowing and genuflecting when appropriate, by singing and joining in the responses. The General 

Instruction of the Roman Missal never suggests that the server hold the Missal so the priest can 

read the Collect and the Prayer after Communion— surely an oversight. The server usually 

performs this function because the priest is supposed to be at the chair rather than the altar, 

offering these prayers with his own hands extended rather than holding the book. Someone 

probably assisted as an altar server from the earliest centuries, but the first documented 

encouragement for students to do so dates to the ninth-century Synod of Mainz. Permission for 

girls to be altar servers was implicit in the 1983 Code of Canon Law and explicit in a 1992 

instruction of the Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments. 

 

 

 



Assembly-- The assembly is the entire community gathered for worship. The word designates all 

the ministers and all the people. At times individual ministers have specific roles. At other times 

all in the assembly recite or sing certain parts together, such as the Holy, Holy, Holy and the 

“Lord, I am not worthy.” The singing of hymns, antiphons, and canticles also belongs to the 

entire assembly. These moments of coherence underscore the unity of the Body of Christ. As 

people arrive at church, they begin to form themselves as an assembly. They may greet one 

another on the way in, or shake hands with greeters and ministers inside the door. Although most 

worshipers take a few private moments of silent prayer before Mass begins, they then begin 

acting as one body—assuming common postures, singing common songs, observing common 

silences, and making common responses. All these actions express and increase the unity of the 

faithful. Included at any Mass may be people who are not fully initiated Catholics. Catechumens, 

Christians of other denominations, and people of little faith may have arrived and taken their 

places. In a broad sense, they too are part of the assembly, and they may participate in the liturgy 

to the extent that they feel comfortable doing so. Even the priest at times has a role equal to that 

of all others. He stands with all at the beginning, proclaims the Gloria and the Creed when these 

are assigned for the day, and meditates in silence after the readings and after Communion. At 

times, he is the presider with unique words to say and postures to assume, but at other times, he 

humbly takes his place among the people of God in the assembly 

The Bishop at Mass-- The bishop is the father of the diocese, and his primary activity is 

celebrating Mass at the cathedral. There he presides from a chair called the cathedra, from which 

the cathedral takes its name— and he is the only priest of the diocese who may sit there. In the 

entrance procession, a bishop usually wears a miter and carries his pastoral staff (crosier). He 

hands these to a minister before kissing the altar. He greets the people with “Peace be with you,” 

instead of “The Lord be with you.” He is quoting the words of the risen Christ, whose presence 

he especially symbolizes. After the Collect, the bishop wears the miter for the readings, but he 

removes it after blessing the deacon or priest who proclaims the Gospel. When the bishop stands 

for the Gospel, he holds his pastoral staff. He may preach with both miter and pastoral staff—or 

with neither. He uses neither for the Creed and the Universal Prayer, but he wears the miter when 

he then sits until he begins the Preparation of the Gifts. After the Prayer over the Offerings, he 

removes his zucchetto for the Eucharistic Prayer and the Communion Rite. He replaces his 

zucchetto before saying the Prayer after Communion, and then he wears the miter for the 

announcements. He receives the pastoral staff for the Final Blessing. At this time, he may add a 

brief dialogue: He says, “Blessed be the Name of the Lord.” The people respond, “Now and 

forever.” He says, “Our help is in the name of the Lord.” The people respond, “Who made 

heaven and earth.” Then he gives the final blessing. He may also use one of the other blessings 

provided in The Roman Missal. When the bishop comes to visit a parish, he will be pleased if the 

people make these responses strongly to end the Mass 

Cantor-- The cantor leads and sustains the singing of the assembly. The cantor may also sing 

solos or alternate with everyone else. Whether your church is blessed with a choir or prays 

without one, the cantor helps integrate the service. The cantor is one of the ministers assigned to 

parts of the Mass. When the priest, deacon, cantor, servers, assembly, and others accept their 

respective roles, we all celebrate Mass with more understanding. The cantor may lead the Psalm 

at the ambo, assuming the same position as the proclaimer of Scripture. The cantor may read or 

sing the petitions of the Penitential Act and of the Universal Prayer. The cantor may lead other 



music such as the Gospel Acclamation, the Lamb of God, and the Communion Song. Thus, the 

cantor adds a degree of solemnity to the Eucharist. A cantor will also provide encouragement and 

example for others to join in singing. A well-trained cantor blesses the community. Cantors 

should possess enough musical ability to execute their ministry, but they need something more. 

They need to be men and women with religious understanding, who can not only sing a text 

accurately, but also share their faithful soul and inspire the prayer of others. A good cantor will 

invite participation in song and spirit. Some people prefer not to sing when they hear the cantor. 

In our culture, we expect that someone singing into a microphone is a soloist, so we may forget 

that all of us are “performers” at church. When the cantor leads our song, we should sing, not 

listen. Since the cantor sings praise, prayer, petition, and sorrow, the ministry demands someone 

experienced with life. Cantors who share their struggles and joys in song will help us meet ours. 

Choir-- The choir fosters the active participation of the faithful by means of the singing. The 

choir may sing alone or in alternation with the faithful. At other times, it supports the great voice 

of all the faithful, lifted in praise and thanks to God. Today Catholic congregations are expected 

to sing most of the music at Mass. Singing is one sign of their participation. In the past, however, 

choirs provided most of the music. They sang the proper Entrance and Communion Antiphons, 

for example, as well as the unchanging parts of the Mass, such as the Kyrie, the Gloria, the 

Credo, the Sanctus, and the Agnus Dei. The choir still sings at those times of the liturgy, but it 

shares the responsibility of singing with the entire assembly. Choirs also share the responsibility 

of praying. They are to sing from a location that facilitates their active participation , a place that 

makes it evident that choir members are part of the entire gathered community and from where 

each member may conveniently share in Communion. For some centuries, choirs sang in a loft, 

usually raised over the back end of the church. This made them more audible, but it questioned 

other values the church now tries to address. Choir members should sense that they are part of 

the entire gathered assembly, and they should be able to participate easily in Communion. Choirs 

are usually ready to welcome new members. If you would like to join, speak up! And if you are 

not a member of the choir, don’t forget that the choir is there to assist you, not to replace you. 

You share responsibilities with them. Participate and sing 

Deacons-- When deacons first appeared in our sanctuaries in the late 1960s, it seemed like 

another new-fangled idea. Actually, it’s a rather old-fangled idea that originated only a few years 

after Jesus died. You can find their story in Acts of the Apostles 6, where a racial dispute over 

unequal food rations for women convinced the apostles there had to be a better way to do 

business. By the time Paul wrote to Timothy and Titus, deacons were firmly established. 

Deacons have three missions: charitable works, preaching the Gospel, and assisting in the 

liturgy. It’s been that way from the beginning. In the early Church, the deacons instructed the 

faithful when to sit, stand, kneel, and leave. Because they assisted with Baptisms when 

candidates came naked to the font, deaconesses helped the women catechumens. In time, 

deacons wore two vestments of liturgical colors: a stole worn diagonally and an exterior garment 

called a dalmatic—very much like the chasuble, the large outer vestment of the priest, but with 

sleeves. Through centuries of clericalism, the office of deacon fell into disuse except for those 

pursuing priesthood. But they still assisted at the liturgy. We see this today, when deacons assist 

at the liturgy giving instructions to the assembly. For example, at the Good Friday liturgy a 

deacon (or lay minister) sings out, “Flectamus genua,” waits a few moments, and then sings, 

“Levate” as part of the Universal Prayer. That’s a quintessential deacon job: Tell people when to 



kneel and when to stand. Today, of course, we’re familiar with deacons who proclaim the 

Gospel, instruct us to offer the Sign of Peace, and dismiss us from the service. They preach, 

baptize, witness marriage, bless people and articles, bury the dead, and use the same liturgical 

greeting (e.g., “The Lord be with you.”) as the priest. The difference is that these guys are not on 

their way to becoming priests. Their call is to be deacons. At Mass, the priest invites us to prayer 

(“Let us pray.”) The deacon invites us to action (“Let us offer each other the sign of peace.”) 

How dramatic then that the deacon proclaims the Gospel. He’s not just reading a story—he’s 

giving us instructions on what to do next. He invites us to live the Gospel we hear 

Extraordinary Minister of Holy Communion--When the number of priests and deacons is 

insufficient for the orderly and timely distribution of Communion for a large number of 

worshipers, instituted acolytes and laypeople may assist as extraordinary ministers of Holy 

Communion. Usually such ministers participate in a training program to learn about Eucharistic 

theology and the rubrics pertaining to the administration and reception of Holy Communion. 

Then the parish priest in a ceremony from the Book of Blessings commissions them for their 

ministry. These ministers should be people of good repute who demonstrate faith and devotion to 

the Eucharist, as well as compassion for the entire Body of Christ, especially those in need. 

Extraordinary ministers of Holy Communion may be appointed indefinitely, for a limited period, 

or even for a single occasion. The Roman Missal includes a blessing that the priest may use 

during a Mass when there are insufficient ministers present. He may appoint someone on the spot 

to assist for that single service. Communion ministers may enter the sanctuary at a convenient 

time, such as the Sign of Peace. But they do not approach the altar until the priest has received 

Communion. They receive Communion and their vessels from the priest or deacon. They 

distribute Communion from assigned stations. After Communion, they return the vessels to a 

designated place. If the bishop permits it, ministers of the Blood of Christ may consume what 

remains in their chalice of distribution. A priest, deacon, or instituted acolyte purifies the vessels 

with water after Communion or after Mass, swallowing whatever crumbs and droplets remain. 

Communion ministers or sacristans may then wash the vessels with soap and water. 

Extraordinary ministers of Holy Communion are also appointed to bring Communion to the sick 

in homes and hospitals, and to provide viaticum for the dying. 

Girl servers --A good celebration of the Catholic Mass invites the participation of lay people in 

a variety of roles, such as reading Scripture and distributing Communion, greeting people at the 

door and taking up the collection. A long tradition also allows lay people to act as altar servers, 

carrying out a variety of responsibilities such as bearing the cross and candles in procession, 

holding the Missal for the priest at the chair, and assisting the deacon and priest during the 

Preparation of the Gifts and the washing of hands. For many centuries, these lay ministries were 

reserved to males. Gradually these roles have opened up to women, even serving at Mass. In 

1983 the revised Code of Canon Law allowed all lay persons to perform various functions during 

the Mass, regardless of their sex. A later clarification from the Vatican explained that those 

functions included serving. The law permits girl servers, but it does not require anyone to use 

them. No diocese is obliged to invite girls to serve, nor is any pastor. The Vatican perceives 

serving Mass as a privilege, not a right. In the United States, almost every diocese and parish 

church allows and encourages girl servers. The inclusion of girls in service has fostered a sense 

of ministry among a broader range of children and young people. It has provided much-needed 

assistance at the altar for the prayerful flow of the Mass. It has put boys and girls together in 



service, in a model that will help them form Christian communities in their families, parishes, 

and society. It gives parents a way to promote service to the Church among all their children. 

When ministries are diversified, the community beholds the manifold gifts of the Holy Spirit 

enlivening hearts with faith. 

Greeter --As you enter a Catholic church building, you say hello to those arriving with you. 

Your parish may have someone at the door to add to this friendly encounter. That person is the 

greeter. This role is fairly new. It evolved from the Church’s desire to encourage the “full, 

conscious, and active participation” of the people in harmony with Vatican II’s Constitution on 

the Sacred Liturgy (14). Human beings are more apt to pray together, sing together, and observe 

silences together if they are united in faith and service. This bonding begins at each Mass as soon 

as we arrive at church. Greeting one another is more than a social convention. It begins to form 

the Body of Christ assembled for worship on this day. Our time together at Mass is framed by 

the formation of community before and after the service. When Mass is over, we go in peace to 

love and serve the Lord. Having worshiped as one, we leave to serve as one. A greeter welcomes 

you to the building and helps you feel at home. If you are unfamiliar with the church you are 

visiting, the greeter will help you find participation aids, a place to sit, the location of restrooms, 

and any other useful information. Even though some people take on the role of greeter at a parish 

church, everyone shares this responsibility. When you greet others on your way in or out of the 

building, you are connecting with them in faith, acknowledging the values you share, supporting 

them with your prayer, and reminding them that none of us is alone. God is with us always, 

manifest in the simple care of Christian brothers and sisters at church. 

Lay Preaching --A homily is a sermon preached by a deacon or a priest, but there are occasions 

when a lay person preaches. Most commonly, these are celebrations outside of Mass. For 

example, some communities do not have a priest available to them every Sunday. They may 

gather without a priest under the liturgical leadership of a layperson. That person may read a 

homily prepared by the priest, or offer a reflection on the readings. By definition, this reflection 

is “preaching,” though not a “homily.” At Masses with children, a layperson may occasionally 

preach. “With the consent of the pastor or rector of the church, one of the adults may speak to the 

children after the gospel, especially if the priest finds it difficult to adapt himself to the mentality 

of children.” (Directory for Masses with Children, 24). In some churches, the pastor has invited a 

layperson to speak about the financial needs of the parish or the diocese. Non-ordained 

missionaries have also made appeals. Sometimes these talks are as inspiring as a homily, but 

they do not qualify as the same thing. Some churches have these talks during homily time, but if 

some instruction or testimony by a layperson is to be given, the homily comes at its normal time, 

and the layperson speaks following the Prayer after Communion. In places where priests and 

deacons visit so rarely that a layperson must be appointed for Baptisms, the Rite of Baptism for 

Children permits that person to preach on that occasion . In these various ways, the Church 

invites the spirit-filled reflection of the laity to nurture the People of God. 

Mass with One Minister --On occasion, a priest may not have a congregation to celebrate Mass. 

The Missal used to carry a formula called “The Oder of Mass without a Congregation,” but it has 

been renamed, “The Order of Mass with the Participation of a Single Minister.” By its nature, the 

Mass presumes someone other than the minister is participating to make responses and represent 

the Church. Right after the Second Vatican Council, a priest would begin this Mass at the 



entrance to the sanctuary with the Sign of the Cross, Greeting, and Penitential Rite. Then he 

kissed the altar, recited the Entrance Antiphon, and led the Kyrie. Now he kisses the altar at the 

beginning, the Entrance Antiphon is read, and he goes to the chair—just as at every other Mass. 

The priest opens and closes the Prayer of the Faithful, but the minister is now to lead the 

individual intentions. When reciting the Confiteor, the priest and minister change the words 

“brothers and sisters” to the singular form because only one other person is there. Oddly, the 

invitation after the washing of the hands, “Pray, brothers and sisters,” remains in the plural, 

probably because of its traditional plural formula in Latin, “Orate, fratres.” At the breaking of 

bread, the minister leads the Lamb of God while the priest recites the commingling prayer as he 

drops part of the host into the chalice. The order of these two prayers is reversed, which 

strengthens the notion that the Lamb of God is to accompany the breaking of the bread. If for 

some reason the minister is not receiving Communion, the priest does not say, “Behold the Lamb 

of God,” but does say, “Lord, I am not worthy.” The occasions for this celebration should be 

rare, but they do happen, and the Church wishes to ensure that it still conveys the complete 

meaning and communal nature of the Mass. 

Master of Ceremonies A master of ceremonies is a minister in the sanctuary who assists the 

flow of a liturgy. The role is especially appropriate for Masses with a bishop, but a person 

may fulfill this responsibility in other celebrations in order to achieve “grace, simplicity, and 

order” in the ceremony. The role is colloquially abbreviated as “emcee” or “MC,” but the full 

title given in the liturgical books is master of ceremonies. The role is not limited to the liturgical 

celebration. A master of ceremonies also helps prepare the event, coordinating with musicians 

and other ministers on the actions and words of the service. Proper planning and rehearsing will 

help make the ceremony proceed more smoothly. The person with these responsibilities should 

know the history and the nature of the liturgy, and be familiar with not only liturgical law but 

also practical matters. A master of ceremonies should help make the liturgy beautiful and alive, 

encouraging the fruitful participation of the people. Any layperson or cleric may serve as the 

master of ceremonies, even a woman. The person usually wears an alb or cassock and surplice. If 

a deacon fulfills the role, he may wear his stole and even a dalmatic. A poorly prepared master of 

ceremonies may become a distraction in the sanctuary—giving commands and forcibly moving 

ministers into positions. The Ceremonial of Bishops says that the master of ceremonies “should 

exercise the greatest discretion” and carry out responsibilities with “reverence, patience, and 

careful attention” . Any minister in the sanctuary should set an example of prayer and respect. At 

Masses of solemnity in parish churches, a master of ceremonies may help maintain order and 

provide an element of comfort to ministers unfamiliar with the details of the ceremony but 

wanting to serve at the altar of God 

Priest The priest is the minister who offers the sacrifice of the Mass in the person of Christ . He 

stands at the head of the assembly: presides by this fact over the faithful people gathered here 

and now, presides over their prayer, proclaims to them the message of salvation, associates the 

people with himself in the offering of sacrifice through Christ in the Holy Spirit to God the 

Father, and gives his brothers and sisters the Bread of eternal life and partakes of it with them. 

Christ is the one high priest. When we celebrate Mass, we participate in his one sacrifice. The 

local priest in our churches leads the people in the person of Christ. In most parishes, the priest 

leads the people in many other ways, too. He guides their spiritual lives. He meets with them on 

parish business. He represents them to the broader community. At Mass, he presides over their 



prayer. By preparing and delivering the homily, the priest proclaims salvation to his people. By 

praying with them at the Mass, he unites the entire body of believers before God. At 

Communion, he partakes of the Eucharist and shares it with others. The priest has many 

responsibilities apart from the Mass, but leading the prayers at the Eucharist is his single most 

important role. For his ministry at the altar to be authentic, the priest must live his entire life in 

faithfulness to the Gospel. “[W]hen he celebrates the Eucharist, he must serve God and the 

people with dignity and humility, and by his bearing and by the way he pronounces the divine 

words he must convey to the faithful the living presence of Christ” . 

Readers-- At Mass, the reader proclaims the assigned Scriptures that precede the Gospel. A 

person does not need to be an ordained deacon or priest to serve as a reader at Mass. The reader 

joins the Entrance Procession with other ministers. If there is no deacon, the reader carries the 

Book of the Gospels. Readers exercise their ministry at the ambo. After the Opening Prayer or 

Collect, a reader moves to the ambo for the First Reading. If there is no cantor, the reader may 

recite or sing the Psalm. This responsorial comes from the Scriptures and may be considered a 

reading like the others. If there is a Second Reading, another reader may proclaim it. After the 

homily, especially if there is no deacon, the reader may announce the intercessions. The entire 

ministry of the reader takes place during the Liturgy of the Word. A good reader prepares for this 

ministry. Readers study the assigned Scripture in anticipation of the Mass. They strive to 

understand its meaning and the reason it was chosen for this celebration. They pray over the 

words and let themselves be formed by what they read. A good reader becomes familiar with the 

whole Bible. The Scriptures become a part of the reader’s daily and weekly prayer. The ministry 

of a reader is most effective when the reader has a devout spirit and the skills of interpretation 

and proclamation. This ministry takes on deeper significance when readers live their lives in 

conformity with the word they proclaim. The proclamation of the reading will become a more 

living interaction if the members of the assembly do not read the text along with but pay full 

attention to the reader as a person. 

Sacristan-- Before the Mass begins, someone has to prepare for it. The sacristan “diligently 

arranges the liturgical books, the vestments, and other things that are necessary for the 

celebration of Mass”.  This short description summarizes the invaluable work performed behind 

the scenes by a person who helps us pray at the Eucharist. The sacristan may be a volunteer or a 

paid staff member. In some churches, the priest or deacon performs this role. A sacristan needs 

knowledge of the principal liturgical books: The Roman Missal and the Lectionary for Mass, as 

well as auxiliary materials such as the Rite of Baptism for Children and the Book of Blessings. A 

good sacristan will understand the liturgical year and know how to locate the texts for any 

Sunday in the primary books, marking them with ribbons. The sacristan will also be aware of 

special ceremonies taking place on particular days and be prepared to set the books accordingly. 

A sacristan may also set out the vestments to be worn by the priest and deacon. Traditionally, 

sacristans spread the vestments on a sacristy table, neatly arranged one on top of the other, so the 

clergy can don them in order. Sacristans also prepare the bread and wine, the vessels, and other 

materials necessary for the Mass. They usually bring the bread and wine to the back of the 

church where the procession of the gifts will begin, and they set other articles on the credence 

table in the sanctuary. You may not see them much after the service begins, but the Mass would 

not go smoothly without the careful, devoted work of a parish sacristan 



 


