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Altar Server Customary 
St Michael’s Church 

 
Altar Server General Expectations 

 
Altar Servers should be baptized Catholics who have received their first Holy Communion. 
 
Altar servers are examples to the community and, as such, should be faithfully living the 
Catholic faith. Both at Mass and in their lives. 
 
Altar Servers should be able to act appropriately at Mass and know the congregation’s responses 
at Mass. The servers are leading the congregation by their movements and posture 
 
Five Rules of Being an Altar Server 

1.) Do not look silly 
When a server does something silly, it not only looks silly and ridiculous, but distracts others 
from prayer. This is counter to the role of a alter server. If a server is consistently being silly and 
not taking his job at the altar server seriously, they will be asked to cease serving as an alter 
server. 

 
2.) Look Holy 

This rule follows from the first rule. While the first rule is about not distracting anyone, looking 
holy gives a demonstration and example to the congregation. Ultimately, the goal is to actually 
be holy, and not just look holy – be one needs to start somewhere.  

 
3.) No fighting in the sanctuary 

Sometimes something goes wrong at Mass. A server does something wrong, just forgets to do a 
job, or a priest does something unexpected. Just roll with it as best as possible. The liturgy is not 
the time to figure who messed up or what was supposed to happen. Correction or discussions 
about what happened can wait until after Mass. 
 

4.) Look like you know what you are doing 
This rule follows from the earlier three. A server is sometimes unsure of what is supposed to be 
done. Look confidant and try, if a mistake is made, do not make a show of it, just keep going. 
Over time servers learn and get to know better what they are doing. Do not be afraid because of a 
little uncertainty. 
 

5.) Know what you are doing 
Finally, in rule number five, it is important that servers know what they are doing. The servers 
have roles to play, and they are important roles. However, occasional forgetfulness is 
understandable, and it takes time to grow into the role. This is important, work on it, but it is rule 
number 5, not 1, for a reason.  
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Altar Server General Customs 
New altar servers, after reviewing this customary, will serve at least four times with more experienced 
altar servers before being considered “trained.” Ideally this would be from servers who are not family.  
During these four Masses they will do various roles to learn what to do and how to operate in the 
sanctuary. 
 
Servers should arrive at Mass at least 15 minutes before Mass to prepare. Once ready, they should be 
ready to help others get ready for Mass – in particular by helping to light the candles. 
 
Depending on the number of servers for a given Mass, it is possible, and sometimes necessary to fulfill 
multiple roles as a server. Be flexible. 
 
A server may prefer to serve with his friends. Servers are welcome to serve along with his friends and/or 
siblings. However, it is important to remember that this is not just a fun time but part of the liturgy and 
worship of God. 
 
A server who has been trained is always welcome to come serve at Mass, even if he was not initially 
scheduled to serve at that Mass. However, if they are serving, they need to be at Mass sufficiently early. 

 
Vestments and Dress 
Servers should come to the Church dressed in appropriate attire which is not distracting. 
No t-shirts, shorts, jeans, sweatpants or yoga pants. 
 
Shoes should be securely on your feet and appropriate for Church and possible to walk and move 
in easily, even as carrying different items. 
No open back shoes/sandals, colorful sneakers, or high heels. 
 
Watches and jewelry should be removed during Mass. 
 
Boys wear a black Cassock and white Surplice. The Cassock should come down to the top of 
one’s shoes. 
 
Girls wear a white Alb with a cincture. The Alb should come down to the top of one’s shoes. 
 
Servers should say the vesting prayers that are on the closet when the vest and then say the 
prayer before serving at Mass. 
 
After Mass, before devesting, servers should say the prayer for after serving at Mass. 
 
Postures and Movements 
The posture and movement of the servers sets the tone and shows a sense of reverence and 
solemnity in the Liturgy. The altar servers are not just carrying somethings around or making 
something easier for the priest, but are leading the congregation by their movements and 
postures. As such, the posture and movements of the servers are essential to their role liturgical 
worship. 
 
When standing, unless a server is holding something, eyes should be looking forward with hands 
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together and thumbs crossed (“prayer hands”). 
 
When sitting, the server should be sitting up strait (not slouched over) with eye looking forward 
and hands on knees. 
 
When kneeling, the server should be upright with back strait (not slouched over), hands together 
(“prayer hands”).  
 
When genuflecting, the server’s eye’s stay forward and hands stay together (“prayer hands”). 
The right foot steps back and the right knee touches the ground before standing again. 
 
When making a profound bow, the server bends from the waist, keeping a clear posture of 
prayer. 
 
When making a bow of the head, the head moves, bowing slightly, keeping the body and back 
strait. 
 
In processions, servers are to walk two by two. Hands should be together with thumbs crossed 
(“prayer hands”) unless the server is carrying something. 
 
When a procession reaches the base of the sanctuary, those who are not carrying anything 
genuflect, and then go to their places. If a server is carrying the thurible, a profound bow is 
made. If the server is carrying a symbol of Christ (candle or crucifix), just a bow of the head is 
made. 
 
When crossing the sanctuary during Mass, a profound bow is made to the altar. 
 
After setting something on the altar, or before picking something up form the altar, a profound 
bow is made to the altar. 
 
In all a server’s actions, they should try and maintain a reverential and prayerful disposition. This 
means keeping all talking to the minimum necessary for communication. 
 

Customs for particular jobs 
Cross-Bearer 
 

The Cross-Bearer carries the cross in processions. In the Entrance procession he follows the 
thurifer if there is incense. If there is no increase, the cross bearer leads the procession.  
 
Upon reaching the altar, the cross bear makes a bow of the head, keeping the cross held high. He 
then takes the cross to its place and goes to his place. 
 
The Cross-Bearer always leads the procession out at the end of Mass. 
 
The Cross-Bearer typically also does the role of Book-Bearer. 
 



4 
 

 
Book-Bearer 
The Book-Bearer is responsible for Roman Missal. 
 
the Book-Bearer enters with the opening procession. If he is not fulfilling another role the 
procession (such as Cross-Bearer) he follows the acolytes. 
 
There are two times that the Book-Bearer holds the Missal for the priest. First is the opening 
prayer that follows the Gloria (or the Lord have Mercy in Lent and Advent). The Second is after 
communion. The Book-Bearer brings the Missal over to the priest when he says, “Let us Pray.” 
 
After the prayers of the faithful, the Book-Bearer places the Missal on the altar. After 
communion, the Book-Bearer retrieves the Missal from the altar. 
 
The Book-Bearer typically also fills the role of Cross-Bearer 
 
The Book-Bearer can also fill the role of Acolyte. 
 
Candle-Bearer 
Candle-Bearers carry candles in processions. They follow immediately after the Cross. They do 
this both for the entrance procession and recessional procession. 
 
Upon reading the sanctuary, they make a bow of the head before putting the candles in their 
stands and going to their places.  
 
Note, there must be an even number of Candle-Bearers. As carrying the cross takes precedence, 
at least three servers to have Candle-Bearers. 
 
The Candle-Bearers typically also fill the role of Acolyte. 
 
Acolyte 
The Acolytes help set the altar and help doing communion 
 
After the prayers of the faithful, one of the Acolytes will bring the chalice over to the altar. 
 
When the priest goes to receive the gifts, two acolytes stand next to him, one on each side. 
 
The Acolyte who has the ciborium with hosts in it brings to strait to the altar. The one with the 
water and wine goes to the credence table. 
 
After the priest blesses the bread, one or two acolytes bring over the water and wine. The cruet of 
wine is given to the priest/deacon first, then the cruet of water. 
 
After the priest makes a profound bow, or after the priest incense the gifts (if incense is being 
used) the Acolytes bring over the pitcher of water, basin, and towel for the lavabo. They then 
return to their places 
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One Acolyte rings the sanctuary bells. He rings the bells 1 time at the epiclesis (When the priest 
holds out his hands over the gifts) and 3 times each at the elevation (the host and the chalice). 
 
One acolyte per communion line holds a paten under the hand (if receiving in the hand) or chin 
(if receiving on the tongue) of those receive communion. They then place the patens on the alter 
to be purified by the priest. 
 
The Acolytes then remove items from the altar as the priest purifies them and places them on the 
side of the altar. 
 
The Acolytes process out following the Candle-Bearers. 
 
The Acolytes typically also fill the role of Candle-Bearer. 
 
Thurifer 
The Thurifer is responsible for the Thurible and incense. 
 
15 minutes before Mass, the Thurifer lights the charcoal and puts it in the thurible. 
 
The Thurifer leads the entrance procession, making a profound bow upon entering the sanctuary. 
 
The Thurifer stands off to the side of the altar and until after the priest reverences the altar. The 
Thurifer than assists putting incense in the thurible before handing it to the priest.  
 
After the priests incenses the altar and cross, the Thurifer receives the thurible and puts it on its 
stand before going to his seat. 
 
After the gospel, at the start of the homily, the Thurifer adds an addition charcoal to the thurible. 
 
After the gifts are brought up, the Thurifer brings the thurible to the priest and assists putting 
incense in the thurible. 
 
After the priest incenses the gifts/altar/cross, in the absence of a deacon, the priest hands the 
thurible back to the thurifer, who then incenses the priest with three double swings. The Thurifer 
then incenses the people with three double swings.  
 
The Thurifer then returns the thurible to its stand and returns to his place. There is no incense in 
the procession at the end of Mass. The Thurifer just follows the Acolytes. 
Master of Ceremonies 
The Master of Ceremonies does not do any job in particular but helps to coordination all of the 
servers. 
Liturgical Potted Plant 
No particular job in the liturgy except to give a good example to the congregation and pray. This 
role is typically only used when there is a surplus of servers, or it is someone’s first time serving 
and they are just observing. 


