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INTRODUCTION 
 
FIRST OF THE MINISTERS 
 

After the Priest, the Deacon, in virtue of the sacred Ordination he has 
received, holds first place among those who minister in the celebration of 
the Eucharist. For the sacred Order of the Diaconate has been held in high 
honor in the Church even from the early time of the Apostles. At Mass the 
Deacon has his own part in proclaiming the Gospel, from time to time in 
preaching God’s Word, in announcing the intentions of the Universal 
Prayer, in ministering to the Priest, in preparing the altar and in serving 
the celebration of the Sacrifice, in distributing the Eucharist to the faithful, 
especially under the species of wine, and from time to time in giving 
instructions regarding the people’s gestures and posture  
(General Instruction of the Roman Missal [GIRM], 94). 

 
As the first of the ministers at liturgy, it falls to the Deacon to remain aware of 

the needs of the community and its other ministers. In the absence of a master of 
ceremonies, the Deacon serves in this capacity de facto. Therefore, if some problem arises 
during the liturgy, the Deacon has the first responsibility to make an effort to resolve 
the matter as quickly and inconspicuously as possible. 
 
 The Deacon’s liturgical ministry reflects his role of service in the community. 
 
LOCATION OF THE DEACON AT MASS 
 

At the celebration of the Eucharist, the Deacon sits next to the presiding Priest.  
Concelebrating Priests sit as a group in another part of the sanctuary. Servers sit in a 
place in the sanctuary from where they can easily exercise their ministry. Concelebrants 
and servers do not sit next to the presiding Priest. 
 
 
BEFORE MASS 
 
VESTURE 
 
 The vestment proper to the Deacon is the dalmatic, worn over the alb and stole; 
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however, the dalmatic may be omitted out of necessity or on account of a lesser degree 
of solemnity (GIRM, 338).1 
 
AGREEMENT ON DIVISION OF LABOR WITH OTHER MINISTERS 
 
 The Deacon does not exercise his ministry in a vacuum. At the liturgy, the 
diversity of ministers—cleric and lay—manifests the diversity of the gifts bestowed on 
the body of the Christ. For the smooth execution of the liturgy, it is imperative that all 
the ministers know their areas of responsibility and perform them well. 
 When only one Deacon is present at Mass, he takes those functions outlined in 
the General Instruction of the Roman Missal. When multiple Deacons minister at the 
celebration of the Eucharist, the diaconal functions should be divided among them. For 
example, when there are two Deacons, one might take the spoken functions and the 
other the active parts. Three Deacons are generally used at the stational Mass of the 
diocesan Bishop. At these liturgies, one Deacon proclaims the Gospel and announces 
the general intercessions. There is not a single prescribed way to divide the ministries 
between several Deacons. The following tables offer the most common ways to divide 
the diaconal tasks. 
 In the absence of qualified lay ministers, the Deacon takes on their tasks as well. 
 
Table 1 – Functions When One Deacon Ministers at Mass 
Carries the Book of the Gospels  
Assists with the incensations 
Speaks the Penitential Act (Form 3 only) (unless the cantor 
intones it) 
Proclaims the Gospel 
Announces the Universal Prayer/Prayer of the Faithful 
Prepares the altar and the chalice 
Elevates the chalice at the doxology of the Eucharistic Prayer 
Invites the assembly to exchange the sign of peace 
Ministers the chalice to the faithful 
Invites the assembly to bow their heads for a solemn blessing 
Dismisses the assembly 
Processes out slightly behind the presider to his right 
  
 
 
 
 

 
1 “In order that the beautiful tradition of the Church may be preserved, it is praiseworthy to refrain from 
exercising the option of omitting the dalmatic.” Redemptionis Sacramentum, 125.  
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Table 2 – Sample Division of Labor When Two Deacons Minister at Mass 
Deacon sitting to the Presider’s Right Deacon sitting to the Presider’s Left 

Assists with the incensations 
Prepares the altar and the chalice 
Elevates the chalice at the doxology of the 

Eucharistic Prayer 
Ministers the chalice to the faithful 
Processes out slightly behind the presider to 

his right 

Carries in the Book of the Gospels 
Speaks the Penitential Act (Form 3 only) 

(unless the cantor intones it) 
Proclaims the Gospel 
Announces the Universal Prayer 
Invites the assembly to exchange the sign of 

peace 
Ministers the chalice to the faithful 
Invites the assembly to bow heads for a 

solemn blessing 
Dismisses the assembly 
Processes out slightly behind the presider to 

his left 
 
Table 3 – Sample Division of Labor When Three Deacons Minister at Mass 

Deacon to the Presider’s 
Right 

Deacon to the Presider’s 
Left 

Deacon of the Gospels 

Assists with the incensations 
Prepares the altar and the 

chalice 
Elevates the chalice at the 

doxology of the 
Eucharistic Prayer 

Ministers the chalice to the 
faithful 

Processes out slightly behind 
the presider to his right 

Speaks the Penitential Act 
(Form 3) (unless the cantor 
intones it) 

Invites the assembly to 
exchange the sign of peace 

Ministers the chalice to the 
faithful 

Invites the assembly to bow 
heads for the blessing 

Dismisses the assembly 
Processes out slightly behind 

the presider to his left 

Carries in the Book of the 
Gospels 

Proclaims the Gospel 
Announces the Universal 

Prayer 
Ministers the chalice to the 

faithful 
Processes out after the lay 

ministers and before other 
vested Deacons and con-
celebrants (N.B. the Book 
of the Gospels is not 
carried out) 
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ROLE OF THE DEACON AT MASS 
 
THE INTRODUCTORY RITES 
 

Entrance Procession 
 
 If the Book of the Gospels is used: 
 

The Deacon carries the Book of the Gospels, slightly elevated, in the entrance 
procession.  In the procession, the Deacon follows the lay ministers and is the first of the 
clergy.  Number 173 of the General Instruction states that the Deacon carrying the Book 
of the Gospels does not reverence the altar with a bow. Rather, he goes directly to the 
altar, where he places the Book of the Gospels in the horizontal position, i.e., flat on the 
altar.2 If other Deacons are assisting, they enter next to the presiding Priest as described 
below. 
 
 If the Book of the Gospels is not being used: 
 

The Deacon accompanies the Priest in the procession, standing at the Priest’s 
side. If assisting the Bishop, the Deacon(s) stand at his side, but slightly behind him. The 
Deacon bows with the Priest to the altar when approaching the sanctuary, unless the 
Blessed Sacrament is reserved in the sanctuary. If it is, they genuflect (as able). 
 
 Reverencing the Altar 
  

When the presiding Priest goes to the altar to kiss it, the Deacon(s) does so with 
him. If incense is used at this time, the Deacon assists the Priest with the incense. He 
bows with the Priest to the altar and to the cross (before it is incensed). 
 After the veneration of the altar, or after its incensation, the Deacon accompanies 
the Priest to the chair, stands at his side, and assists as necessary. 
 

Penitential Act 
 
 Three forms are available for the Penitential Act. The Deacon has a leading role 
to play only in Form 3. After the Priest has introduced the Penitential Act, a period of 
silence follows before the invocations begin. The Deacon should permit a silence the 
length of six breaths before he begins the invocations. This rite requires careful 
coordination between the Priest, Deacon, and Cantor/Choir, so that the appropriate 

 
2 While it is common in some places to use a stand, this is not necessary, and probably not best for what 
can be a rather expensive book. 
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moments of silence may occur without one minister wondering if the others have 
forgotten their parts. Eight examples of invocations are found in the Missal.3 A set of 
invocations that is appropriate for the season, readings, or sacramental ritual should be 
chosen. 
 The rubric in the Missal does permit other invocations to be written. The 
following principles should be kept in mind when composing new invocations: 
 

• Addressed to Jesus: the invocations are addressed to the Lord Jesus 
• Laudatory in nature: the invocations acclaim some attribute or saving activity 

of the Lord. Note that all the examples in the Missal are positive and do not 
focus on our sins. 

• Brief: the invocations are brief.  Again, note the models in the Missal. 
 

Sprinkling Rite 
 
 For the blessing of water, either the Deacon or a server can hold the water in 
front of the Priest. The Deacon, carrying the container of water, accompanies the Priest 
throughout the church as he sprinkles the people. 
 Upon returning to the sanctuary, the Deacon gives the container of water and 
sprinkler to a server, who returns them to the credence table. 
 
 
 
LITURGY OF THE WORD 
 

In the absence of a lay reader, the Deacon proclaims the readings before the 
Gospel. 
 

Gospel 
 

A period of silence should follow the reading, or psalm as applicable, before the 
Gospel procession begins. 

If incense is used, a server brings the thurible and boat to the presider. The boat 
is given to the Deacon, who holds it open for the Priest. After the Priest has imposed 
incense, the Deacon gives the boat back to the server. When the server has moved away, 
the Deacon stands in front of the Priest, makes a profound bow, and says in a low voice: 
“Your blessing, Father.” After receiving the Priest’s blessing he says “Amen,” making the 
Sign of the Cross, and then follows the thurifer to the altar. The Deacon bows to the 

 
3 Appendix V in the Roman Missal; Apéndice VI in the Misal Romano.  
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altar, approaches it, and picks up the Book of the Gospels. The Deacon, following the 
thurifer and servers with candles, carries the Book of the Gospels to the ambo.  

After the Gospel acclamation concludes, the Deacon, with hands joined, says the 
greeting: “The Lord be with you”, and after the assembly’s response: “A reading from the 
holy Gospel according to N.”4 Please note that this ritual text is not to be changed. After 
the greeting, the Deacon signs the Book with his thumb, and then his forehead, lips, and 
breast. If incense is used, he takes the thurible, bows to the Book, and incenses it with 
three swings, to the center, left, and right (Ceremonial of Bishops, 74).5 The Deacon 
returns the thurible to the server, and proclaims the Gospel. 

At the conclusion of the Gospel proclamation, the Deacon says: “The Gospel of the 
Lord” (again, a ritual text not to be changed), kisses the Book, and says inaudibly:  
“Through the words of the Gospel may our sins be wiped away.” The Book of the Gospels is 
not raised when he says “The Gospel of the Lord.”6  

At Masses where the Bishop presides, the Deacon does not kiss the Book.  Rather, 
after the proclamation, the Deacon carries the Book of the Gospels, holding it open to 
the text which was read, to the Bishop at his chair.  After the Bishop kisses the Book, or 
blesses the assembly with it, the Deacon places it on a side table and returns to his seat. 
If using the Lectionary at a Mass with the Bishop, the Deacon kisses the book himself.  

 
Universal Prayer / Prayer of the Faithful 

 
 After the Priest introduces the Prayer of the Faithful, it falls to the Deacon to 
announce the intentions.  This is done from the ambo or another suitable place. 
 In preparing intentions, it is helpful to remember the following points: 

• The intentions are addressed to the assembly, not to God, Jesus, the Holy 
Spirit, Mary, or one of the saints.  The intentions are statements of what it 
is the assembly is asked to pray for. 

• The General Instruction (n. 70) provides the usual order for the intentions: 
a) for the needs of the Church; 
b) for public authorities and the salvation of the whole world; 
c) for those oppressed by any need; 
d) for the local community. 

 
4 The liturgical gesture of extending the hands is a presidential one, and thus not used by the Deacon 
during Mass. When the Deacon addresses the assembly during Mass, he does so with his hands joined. 
5 Each “swing” consists of lifting the thurible, swinging it back and forth twice, then lowering the 
thurible. The General Instruction, describing the manner of incensation, translates the Latin text simply as 
“swings,” which can certainly be read as ‘single swings’ rather than ‘double swings’. However, the 
practice described here is the nearly universal custom in the Roman Rite.  
6 “The Gospel” is properly speaking that which has been proclaimed, not the book itself. 
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• “[I]n any particular celebration, such as a Confirmation, a Marriage, or at a 
Funeral, the series of intentions may be concerned more closely with the 
particular occasion.” (GIRM, 70). 

• “The intentions announced should be sober, with a discrete freedom and 
composed of few words, expressing the needs of the whole community” 
(GIRM, 71). 

 
If a response will be sung by the assembly, the Deacon should be aware whether 

the cantor will intone the invitation to prayer, or if the Deacon himself will announce it. 
 
LITURGY OF THE EUCHARIST 
 

Preparation of the Gifts 
 
Ordinarily, it is the Deacon’s role to prepare the altar by placing the corporal, 

chalice, purificator, and Missal on it during the Preparation of the Gifts. The servers 
assist in this rite by bringing the items from the credence table to the Deacon at the altar. 
Prior to Mass, the Deacon who prepares the altar should ask the presiding Priest where 
he wants the Missal positioned on the altar and the page he wants it opened to. 

The Deacon receives the gifts with the Priest. In Masses with the Bishop, the gifts 
may be received by the Bishop at the chair. To the extent possible, the Deacon gives the 
paten of bread to the Priest at the altar.7  The Deacon then prepares the chalice. A drop 
of water is added only to the principal chalice or to the vessel filled with wine (before it 
is poured into the chalice(s)); water is not added to each chalice separately. As he does 
so, he says: “By the mystery of this water and wine may we come to share in the divinity of 
Christ who humbled himself to share in our humanity.” After preparing the principal 
chalice, the Deacon hands it to the Priest and places any other chalices filled with wine 
on the corporal.8 

If incense is used, the Deacon takes the boat from the thurifer and holds it open 
for the presider. After incense has been imposed, the Deacon returns the boat to the 
server. The Deacon accompanies the Priest as he incenses the gifts and the altar. Next, 
the Deacon takes the thurible from the Priest, and facing him, bows and incenses him 
with three swings. The Deacon bows to the Priest again.  If there are concelebrating 
Priests, the Deacon goes to them, bows and incenses them as a group with swings, and 
bows. Finally, the Deacon goes to the assembly. After the faithful have stood, the 
Deacon bows, incenses them as a group with three swings, and bows again. The Deacon 
returns the thurible to the server. 

 
7 Ideally, before the bread has been placed on the altar, though this is not always practical. 
8 Everything which is to be consecrated is to be on a corporal. In some situations, this may require using 
multiple corporals. 
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Eucharistic Prayer 
 
During the Eucharistic Prayer, the Deacon stands near but slightly behind the 

Priest, so that when necessary he may assist the Priest with the chalice or the Missal. 
(GIRM, 179). When there are concelebrating Priests, the Deacon “stands back slightly, 
behind the concelebrating Priests standing around the principal celebrant,” but in such 
a way that the concelebrants should not “obstruct the Deacon whenever he needs to 
approach the altar by reason of his ministry” (GIRM, 215). 
  The General Instruction specifies that, “as a general rule,” the Deacon kneels from 
the epiclesis through the showing of the chalice. If any of the assisting Deacons are 
unable to kneel, however, all the Deacons should stand for the entire Eucharistic Prayer. 
If standing, the Deacon(s) should bow in accord with General Instruction no. 43: “those 
who do not kneel ought to make a profound bow when the Priest genuflects after the 
Consecration.” 

If there are multiple Deacons, one may incense the Body and Blood of Christ 
when they are shown to the people after the Consecration.9 

Deacons are reminded that, except for the Memorial Acclamation which is sung 
or said by the whole assembly, only the Priest proclaims the text of the Eucharistic 
Prayer. This includes the invitation to the Memorial Acclamation as well as the 
Doxology. 

Just prior to the Doxology, the Deacon approaches the altar and takes the chalice 
containing the Precious Blood. He elevates it while the Priest elevates the Body of 
Christ. After the Amen, the Deacon places the chalice on the corporal and returns to his 
place. 
 

Sign of Peace 
 
After the Priest wishes the assembly Christ’s peace and they respond, the 

Deacon, with hands joined, turns to the faithful and says: “Let us offer each other the sign 
of peace.” After receiving the sign of peace from the presider, the Deacon offers it to 
ministers near him. Ordinarily, the Deacon remains in the sanctuary at this time in 
preparation for the Fraction rite. 
 

Fraction Rite 
 
 The norms for Communion under both kinds in the United States are governed 
by The Distribution of Holy Communion Under Both Kinds in the Dioceses of the United 

 
9 GIRM, 179. Note that this is the only time during Mass where the Deacon himself adds the incense to the 
thurible. 
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States. When the Agnus Dei begins, the Deacon assists the Priest with breaking the hosts 
and distributing them among the vessels. When there are multiple chalices it is 
preferred that those other than the principal one be prepared before Mass or, if 
relatively few, during the Preparation of the Gifts.  
 
 Communion 
 
 The Priest administers Communion to the Deacon. When needed, the Deacon 
may assist the Priest in administering Communion to any Extraordinary Ministers of 
Holy Communion and distributing the vessels among them. When Communion is 
given under both kinds, the Deacon administers the chalice to the faithful with the 
words The Blood of Christ.  After the communicant returns the chalice to the Deacon, the 
Deacon wipes the inside and outside of the chalice’s rim with a purificator and turns the 
chalice for the next person. 
 After Communion is finished, the Deacon returns to the credence table with his 
chalice.  He consumes any Precious Blood remaining.  He should also ensure that any 
remaining Precious Blood in other chalices is also consumed, either by himself or by 
other ministers. If the vessels are purified during Mass, the Deacon does so, but only at 
the credence table; Deacons do not purify the vessels at the altar. Especially if there are 
many, the Deacon may also purify the vessels following Mass if this is done 
immediately after. Note that if any vessels are left to be purified following Mass, they 
are to be left on a corporal at the credence table and “suitably covered” (GIRM, 183).10 In 
any case, it is the Deacon’s responsibility to make sure that the vessels are properly 
purified. Only Priests, Deacons, and Instituted Acolytes may purify the vessels.11 
 
 
CONCLUDING RITE 
 
 Announcements 
 
 If there are any announcements to be made, they are made at this time, i.e., after 
the Prayer after Communion.  The proper place for announcements is at a location other 
than the ambo, which is reserved for the proclamation of God’s Word. 

 
 

 
 

 
10 Outside of the tabernacle, vessels containing even mere fragments or drops of the Body and Blood of 
Christ are always placed on a corporal. 
11 Sacristans or others can wash the vessels after they have been purified. 
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Blessing 
 
 The blessing begins with the Priest’s greeting, “The Lord be with you.”  After the 
people respond, if a Solemn Blessing or a Prayer over the People is used, the Deacon 
immediately says: “Bow down for the blessing.” The Deacon assists the assembly in its 
response by emphasizing the “Amen” at the conclusion of each invocation. 
 
 Dismissal 
 
 After the Priest blesses the people, the Deacon, with hands joined, dismisses the 
assembly using one of the approved formulas as given in the Missal: 

• ”Go forth, the Mass is ended.” 
• “Go and announce the Gospel of the Lord.” 
• “Go in peace, glorifying the Lord by your life.” 
• “Go in peace.” 
 
During the Easter Octave, and on Pentecost, the Dismissal with double alleluia 

may be sung/chanted.12 If any liturgical action follows immediately, the rites of 
dismissal are omitted (Order of Mass, 146). 

 
Closing Procession 
 
The Deacon, with the principal celebrant, venerates the altar with a kiss.  He and 

the Priest reverence the altar with a bow, unless the Blessed Sacrament is reserved 
directly behind the altar; if the Blessed Sacrament is present in the tabernacle they 
genuflect. Since the Book of the Gospels is not carried out in the procession, the Deacon 
walks next to the Priest, though slightly behind him on the right side. When there are 
more than two Deacons assisting, the Deacon who carried in the Book of the Gospels 
exits following the lay ministers and before the Priest(s). 
  

 
12 Note that this double alleluia is not used on the other Sundays of the Easter Season (Sundays 3-7) 
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