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Dear Parents and Altar Servers: 

 Thank you for answering God’s call to serve Him at the altar.  The role of altar server is an 
ancient and important one in the Church, and it is one that requires commitment not only on the part of 
the child, but the parents as well.  The priest and worshipping community depend on the altar server’s 
presence and assistance for a reverent and orderly celebration of Holy Mass.  No priest should ever have 
to celebrate Mass without an altar server to assist him.   
  
 Because the altar servers have certain duties to perform before Mass begins, it is very important 
for them to arrive at church on time.  The altar servers should be in the sacristy and dressed in their albs 
at least ten minutes before the scheduled time for Mass to begin.  Altar servers should have their faces 
and hands washed, and their hair neatly combed or brushed. 
 
 On average, altar servers can expect to have at least two serving assignments per month.  
Schedules cover a three-month time period, and are distributed around the middle of the month in 
March, June, September, and December.  Schedules are e-mailed to all the altar servers, and are also 
posted on the parish website www.ollakes.org, the parish app, and in the sacristy in church.  Paper 
copies of the schedules can be made available for anyone who does not have e-mail or Internet access. 
 
 Any altar server who is unable to serve as scheduled must try to arrange for a substitute.  
Updated telephone and e-mail directories are distributed with the schedules whenever changes to them 
have been made, and are also always available on the parish website and through the parish mobile 
app.  Do not call the rectory or parish office to arrange a substitute. You may text or e-mail Joe Smagala 
(724-713-1455 or jsmagala@ollakes.org, and I will forward the request to all the altar servers to see who 
might be available. 
  
 Two or three weeks before each new set of schedules is prepared, I will e-mail everyone asking 
if you have any scheduling requests.  I will always do my best to schedule everyone according to their 
needs and requests whenever possible.  Keep in mind, however, that we need to make sure that all 
scheduled Masses are fully covered, and the more flexible you are, the more serving assignments I’ll be 
able to give you. 
 

Whenever a wedding is scheduled, altar server volunteers will be requested approximately 4 to 
6 weeks in advance of the wedding.  The first two volunteers to accept will be assigned to serve the 
wedding.  Volunteers must be available to attend the wedding rehearsal in order to serve the wedding.  
All wedding serving assignments will be handled in cooperation with the parish Marriage Ceremony 
coordinator. 

 
Funerals are normally served by adult altar servers who are assigned by the Funeral Ministry 

coordinator, but children may serve funerals if requested by the family of the deceased.  
 
 It is a tremendous honor to be an altar server.  During Mass, you are closer to Jesus than anyone 
except the priest.   God has chosen you for a very important job, and the way in which you perform your 
duties before, during, and after Mass shows everyone your love for Jesus and His Church.  For this 
reason, it is very important that you not only know what to do at Mass, but also to know how to do it, 
and understand why we do the things we do in a particular specific way.    
 
Thank you and God bless you for answering His call to serve at the altar.  

http://www.ollakes.org/


 

“Ten Commandments” for Altar Servers 
 

1) Be on time 

a. Altar servers are expected to be at church and dressed in their albs at least ten minutes before 

the scheduled time for the start of Mass. 

2) Choose an alb that fits properly 

a. Make sure that your alb is neither too long nor too short.  A properly-fitted alb should reach to 

just slightly above the top of the shoes.  You can easily trip on the hem of an alb that is too long. 

3) Wear the proper color cincture 

a. The cincture (cord) that you wear should be the same color as the priest’s vestments, or white if 

cinctures in the liturgical colors are not available.  Don’t forget to wear an altar server cross.  

4) Duties Before Mass 

a. Candles should be lighted at least five minutes before Mass starts.  Because lighting the candles 

is one of your official duties as an altar server, do not go up to light the candles until you are “in 

uniform” --- after you have put on your alb. 

5) Fold your hands 

a. During Mass, keep your hands folded at all times, except when you are seated or carrying 

something. 

6) Show proper reverence at all times 

a. At the beginning and end of Mass, and whenever you pass in front of the tabernacle: 

i. If you are not carrying anything, face the tabernacle and genuflect on your right knee;  

do not make the sign of the cross; 

ii. If you are carrying something, face the tabernacle and bow. 

7) Take your time 

a. You’re not in a race.  Don’t rush, especially if you are not sure of what to do next.  Taking your 

time gives you a chance to think about what you are supposed to do.  Everything looks much 

better when you take your time, and the priest or deacon will wait for you to perform your jobs.  

8) Work together as a team 

a. Except when you are serving alone, you will rarely be doing anything at Mass without your 

serving partner.  Working as a team and doing things together presents a much more reverent 

and dignified appearance.  Walk together, genuflect together, bow together --- it all adds to the 

beauty, dignity and reverence of the Mass. 

9) Pray and sing 

a. Whenever you aren’t performing any other duties, especially when you are at the chairs, use the 

Mass books if they are available.  Respond to the prayers and join in the singing.     

10) Duties After Mass 

a. Before removing your alb, put out the candles and help bring the vessels from the credence 

table back to the sacristy.   Don’t forget to bow or genuflect when passing in front of the 

tabernacle.  These are all part of your duties as an altar server.  After everything else is done, 

then it’s time to remove your alb.  

Above all, be happy and have fun.  Serving Mass is a great honor.  During Mass, you are closer to Jesus than 

anyone in the church except the priest.  You have been selected to do a very important job, and the way in which 

you perform your duties at Mass is a visible sign to everyone of your love for Jesus. 

 



 

 

  
 

Altar Servers assist the priest or deacon during the celebration of Mass, the Sacraments, and 
other Liturgical ceremonies.  Some of the duties of an Altar Server include carrying the cross 
and candles during processions, holding the missal for the celebrant during Mass, preparing the 
altar and receiving the gifts during the Offertory of the Mass, assisting with incense and holy 
water when needed, and ringing the altar bells during Mass and Benediction of the Blessed 
Sacrament.    
 

 

 

Prayer of Altar Servers 

 

Dear Lord Jesus, 

thank You for calling me to serve You at Your Holy Altar 

during the celebration of the Eucharist. 

I know that the priest takes your place when, 

together with Your people and in the name of the Church, 

he makes present again Your Passion, Death and Resurrection. 

Help me to carry out my role with dignity and precision, 

and with full interior participation. 

Let me so remain united with you on earth 

that I may one day share Your Glory in Heaven.  Amen. 

 

 

St. John Berchmans, patron saint of altar servers, pray for us. 

 

Altar Servers at Mass 



 

 

The following guidelines were prepared by the Bishops' Committee on the Liturgy and presented to the National 

Conference of Catholic Bishops for discussion at the June 1994 Special Assembly on Thursday, June 16, 1994. 

The suggested guidelines may be used as a basis for developing diocesan guidelines. 

Although institution into the ministry of acolyte is reserved to lay men, the diocesan bishop may permit 
the liturgical functions of the instituted acolyte to be carried out by altar servers, men and women, boys 
and girls. Such persons may carry out all the functions listed in no. 100 and nos. 189-193 of the General 
Instruction of the Roman Missal. The determination that women and girls may function as servers in the 
liturgy should be made by the bishop on the diocesan level so that there might be a uniform diocesan 
policy. 

No distinction should be made between the functions carried out in the sanctuary by men and boys and 
those carried out by women and girls. The term "altar boys" should be replaced by "servers". The term 
"server" should be used for those who carry out the functions of the instituted acolyte.  

Servers should be mature enough to understand their responsibilities and to carry them out well and with 
appropriate reverence. They should have already received Holy Communion for the first time and 
normally receive the Eucharist whenever they participate in the liturgy. 

Servers should receive proper formation before they begin to function. The formation should include 
instruction on the Mass and its parts and their meaning, the various objects used in the liturgy (their 
names and use), and the various functions of the server during the Mass and other liturgical celebrations. 
Servers should also receive appropriate guidance on maintaining proper decorum and attire when serving 
Mass and other functions. 

Since the role of server is integral to the normal celebration of the Mass, at least one server should assist 
the priest. On Sundays and other more important occasions, two or more servers should be employed to 
carry out the various functions normally entrusted to these ministers. 

Servers should normally be vested. This is within the tradition of the Church and prevents difficulties 
regarding appropriate dress for these ministers. All servers should wear the same liturgical vesture. 

 Servers carry the cross, the processional candles, hold the book for the priest celebrant when he is not at 
the altar, carry the incense and censer, present the bread, wine, and water to the priest during the 
preparation of the gifts or assist him when he receives the gifts from the people, wash the hands of the 
priest, assist the priest celebrant and deacon as necessary. When appropriate, a server may also ring a 
bell as a signal to the faithful. 

Servers respond to the prayers and dialogues of the priest along with the congregation. They also join in 
singing the hymns and other chants of the liturgy. 

Servers should be seated in a place from which they can easily assist the priest celebrant and deacon. The 
place next to the priest is normally reserved for the deacon. 

Servers may not distribute Holy Communion unless they have been mandated for this function by the 
bishop. 

The Order for the Blessing of Altar Servers, Sacristans, Musicians, and Ushers (Book of Blessings, nos. 
1847-1870) may be used before servers first begin to function in this ministry. 
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2) Serving Mass With Only One Altar Server   

a) What’s different? 

i) A single altar server must handle all duties by himself or herself.  The biggest difference 

occurs at the offertory when the server must make more than one trip from the credence 

table to the altar with the chalice, communion cups, missal and bookstand.  The altar server 

also brings the water and wine together the priest, and brings the water, dish and towel all 

together for the priest to wash his hands.  (drape the towel over your left arm, hold the dish in 

your left hand and pour the water with your right hand.  

 

 

3) Serving Mass When A Deacon Assists   

a) What’s different? 

i) When a deacon assists at Mass, it is his responsibility to prepare the altar at the offertory and 

to purify the sacred vessels after Communion.  In preparing the altar, the servers bring the 

chalice and communion cups to the deacon who is already standing at the altar.  The deacon 

then arranges them on the altar. The server brings the missal and bookstand and places 

them on the left side of the altar.  

 

 

4) Serving Mass With More Than Two Altar Servers   

a) What’s different? 

i) More than two altar servers are usually only needed on special occasions such as Christmas, 

Holy Week, Corpus Christi, Confirmation, etc. 

ii) Any time a Mass requires more than two altar servers, there will be a full “walk-through” 

practice for all scheduled altar servers a few days prior to the Mass.  

  



 

 

 
This section explains in detail the basics of serving an ordinary Sunday Mass using two 

altar servers – not only what we do and how we do it, but in some cases, also the 

reasons why we do certain things during Mass. 

 
 

The Entrance Procession 
When everyone is ready, the entrance procession forms in the center aisle at the rear of the 

church in the following order: 

 Crossbearer with processional cross  

 Bookbearer (the “other” altar server), carrying nothing  

 Lector carrying the Book of Gospels (this is optional for lectors) 

 Deacon (if there is one, he will carry the Book of Gospels) 

 Priest 

 

When the entrance hymn begins, all process to the front of the altar.  At the altar, the crossbearer 

moves to whichever side the stand for the processional cross is on, and the bookbearer moves to 

the opposite side. The deacon or lector immediately (without bowing) places the Book of Gospels 

on the altar, bows toward the altar, and goes to his / her seat.  The priest and altar servers stand 

at the foot of the altar steps and reverence the altar, either by genuflecting (if able to do so), or by 

bowing.  The bookbearer either genuflects or bows, whatever the priest does.    

 

** Note ** The crossbearer always bows and never genuflects when carrying the     

processional cross, no matter what the priest and other altar server does. 

  

After reverencing the altar, the crossbearer puts the processional cross in its stand and returns to 

his / her seat at the priest’s left.  The bookbearer goes to his / her seat at the priest’s right.  All 

remain standing for the Penitential Rite and Opening Prayer. 

 

** Note ** The area between the altar and tabernacle is “out of bounds” for altar servers 

when crossing from one side of the sanctuary to the other. Unless told otherwise, altar 

servers always move from one side to the other by going down the steps, genuflecting 

together at the middle, and going back up the steps on the other side. Do not just bow 

unless you are physically unable to genuflect.  

  

 

The Penitential Rite and Opening Prayer 
The priest and altar servers begin the Mass with the Sign of the Cross. 

 

The Priest and altar servers then recite or respond to the penitential prayer, which may be either: 

 some form of “Lord, have mercy . . . Christ, have mercy . . . Lord, have mercy”, or 

 the traditional “Confiteor”  (“I confess to almighty God . . .”).  If this prayer is used, at the 

words “through my fault, through my fault, through my most grievous fault”, the priest and 

altar servers bow their heads and strike their breasts three times. 

 



 

Following the penitential prayers, the Gloria (“Glory to God in the highest . . .”) is either sung or 

recited, except during the liturgical seasons of Advent and Lent. 

 

After the Gloria, the priest will say “Let Us Pray”, which is a signal for the bookbearer to get the 

copy of the Roman Missal that is next to the chairs and bring it to the priest.  The priest may be 

standing at the chair or at the altar, whichever place he prefers.  Hold the book upright with both 

hands, with the front cover facing the priest and the top of the book resting against your chest. 

The priest will open the book, read the opening prayer (which is known as the Collect, because it 

“collects” the prayers of all present and offers them up to God), and signal you when to close the 

book and return to your seat. 

 

 

The Liturgy of the Word 
The priest and altar servers sit and listen to the Deacon or Lector as he/she proclaims the 

readings and Responsorial Psalm.  A few things to consider (because appearances and manners 

count);  

 Sit up straight, with your hands relaxed and folded on your lap.  Please do not slouch. 

 Do not sit with your legs crossed. 

 Please cover your mouth if you need to sneeze or yawn. 

 If you are wearing an alb that opens in the front, make sure that it is closed and covering 

your legs. 

 

Following the second reading, the priest and altar servers stand for the singing of the Alleluia 

Verse.  The priest goes to the altar, takes the Book of Gospels, and goes to the ambo.  When the 

priest introduces the Gospel, the altar servers make the Sign of the Cross with their right thumbs 

(the Sign of the Cross, in whatever form, is always made using the right hand) on their foreheads, 

lips, and heart.  Remain standing throughout the reading of the Gospel, and then sit while the 

priest or Deacon preaches the homily. 

 

After the homily, if there is any special blessing ceremony to take place, remain seated unless the 

priest needs you to hold a book or holy water, or to perform some other duty. 

 

Following the homily, the priest and altar servers stand at the chairs for the Profession of Faith, 

which may take one of two forms: 

 The Nicene Creed:  at the words, “and by the Holy Spirit was incarnate of the Virgin 

Mary, and became man”, all bow. 

 The Apostles’ Creed:  at the words, “who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the 

Virgin Mary”, all bow. 

 

After the Profession of Faith, all remain standing for the Prayer of the Faithful.  Altar servers are 

to respond to each of the petitions along with the people in the pews. 

 

 

Preparing the Altar 
Following the Prayer of the Faithful, when the ushers begin to take up the collection, the altar 

servers prepare the altar for the Liturgy of the Eucharist. 

 



 

Together, both altar servers move from their seats to the credence table by going town the altar 

steps to the floor in front of the altar, genuflecting together while facing the tabernacle, and going 

back up the steps on the other side to the credence table.   

 

** Note ** Altar servers are not take a shortcut between the altar and the tabernacle; this 

area is “out of bounds” for the purpose of crossing from one side of the Sanctuary to the 

other unless you are told otherwise.  Always go down the steps, genuflect, and then back 

up the steps on the other side. Do not just bow unless you are physically unable to 

genuflect. 

 

 

At the credence table, one altar server takes the Mass chalice and the other takes the 

Communion cups (if they are being used) and together they go to the altar.  Before placing 

anything on the altar, the two servers face the altar and together they bow as a sign of reverence 

to the altar, which is a holy structure and a symbol of Jesus Christ. 

 

The server places the chalice on the altar to either side and takes the corporal (from inside the 

burse, if one is used) and places it in the center of the altar and carefully unfolds it on the altar.  

Do not flip the corporal in the air like a dinner napkin; it is to be laid flat and unfolded on the altar.  

If there is a cross or other symbol near one edge of the corporal, that edge should be nearest to 

the edge of the altar where the priest will stand. 

 

After unfolding the corporal, the server places the chalice in the center of the corporal.  If the 

chalice is covered with a veil, the server removes the veil (grasp the chalice veil at the corners 

farthest from you and remove it towards you) and neatly folds it.  The chalice veil and burse are 

then taken back to the credence table until after Communion.  If the plastic bookstand for the 

Book of Gospels is still on the altar, it is also taken to the credence table at this time.   

 

The other server then places the Communion cups (if they are being used) on the corporal next to 

the chalice, on the right-hand side (the side away from where the bookstand and missal will be 

placed). 

 

One of the servers then brings the bookstand and missal from the credence table to the altar and 

places it to the left of the chalice.  If the bookstand is too heavy, one server may carry it to the 

altar while the other server carries the missal. 

 

 

Receiving the Offertory Gifts 
After the collection has been taken and the gift presenters are ready in the back of the church, 

both altar servers stand with the priest in front of the altar to receive the gifts.   

 

** Note ** Neither altar server goes to the back of the church to lead the gift presenters to 

the altar, nor are the processional cross or candles carried at this time.  This is not a 

Eucharistic or Liturgical procession; the symbolism is that of the people presenting their 

gifts to God, and not of Jesus leading His people in the presentation of their sacrifices.   

 

The priest receives the offerings from the presenters, handing something to each of the altar 

servers. Normally, this will be the ciborium containing the hosts to be consecrated, the flagon or 

cruet of wine, and the collection basket.  After receiving the gifts, the priest and altar servers turn 



 

together to face the altar, bow, and go up to the altar on the same side as the credence table.  

Whoever has the collection basket places it on the step in front of or alongside the altar. 

 

If an altar server has the ciborium, he / she goes directly to the altar on the credence table side, 

hands the ciborium to the priest, and then goes to the credence table for the cruet of water.  If an 

altar server has the flagon or cruet of wine, he / she goes to the altar on the credence table side 

and holds the flagon or cruet with the handle facing toward the priest.  The other server with the 

water cruet stands next to the first server, holding the cruet in the same way.  When the priest 

takes the flagon or cruet, the altar server immediately folds his / her hands until receiving the 

flagon or cruet back from the priest.  The servers then get the dish and towel from the credence 

table for the priest to wash his hands.  This can be done in either of two ways, both of which are 

acceptable: 

 

 The servers may remain together at the altar until the priest has poured both the water 

and wine, after which they bow together to the priest, return to the credence table, and 

return together to the altar with the water, dish and towel. 

 After the priest pours the wine, the server returns the flagon / cruet to the credence table 

and returns to the altar with the dish and towel.  The server with the water cruet remains 

at the side of the altar and takes the dish from his / her partner. 

 

The server pours some (not all) of the water over the priest’s fingers or into the dish, depending 

on the priest’s preference.  The other server holds the towel, unfolded in front of him / her by two 

of its corners.  When the priest takes the towel, fold your hands until he gives it back to you. 

 

Both servers then bow together to the priest and return the items to the credence table, after 

which they proceed down the steps to the front of the altar, genuflect together, and split apart to 

either side of the altar for the Liturgy of the Eucharist. 

 

 

 

The Liturgy of the Eucharist  (Eucharistic Prayer) 
The altar servers’ places during the entire Liturgy of the Eucharist, until it is time to receive Holy 

Communion, is at the foot of the altar, off to each side.     

 

** Note **   Laypersons (this includes altar servers, lectors, and Extraordinary Ministers of 

Holy Communion) are never permitted to stand at or around the altar at any time in the 

manner of a celebrating priest, concelebrant, or deacon. There are cushions on the altar 

steps at both churches to indicate where the altar servers are to stand and kneel. 

 

During the Eucharistic Prayer, one of the duties of an altar server is to ring the altar bells at the 
proper times.  

** Note **   The reason for ringing bells is, first, to create a joyful noise to the Lord. 
Secondly, the bells help to focus the attention of the faithful to the miracle that is taking 
place on the altar. Sounding the bells at the moment Christ becomes present in the 
Eucharistic species of bread and wine is an audible sign of our joyous praise and 
thanksgiving. The Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments 
thus not only laid to rest the unfounded claim that altar bells were outlawed by the 
Second Vatican Council, it once again underscored their value for use during Mass. 



 

The bells are rung at THREE POINTS during the celebration of the Mass: 
 

 The bells are rung ONCE prior to the consecration at the epiclesis, when the priest prays to 
the Holy Spirit to change the gifts of bread and wine into the Body, Blood, Soul and Divinity of 
Jesus Christ.  This is indicated by the priest extending his hands over the chalice on the altar 
as he recites the Eucharistic Prayer. 
 

**  Hint, hint  ** It helps to familiarize yourself with the different Eucharistic Prayers so 
that you’ll know when to ring the bells from the words and not just the actions of the 
priest.  Every priest has a different way of extending his hands, and it sometimes is 
confusing – unless you also know what is happening from what he is saying. 
 
Eucharistic Prayer #1: This is the longest of the Eucharistic prayers, and begins with 
prayers for the Pope and Bishop, followed by a listing of the Apostles and several saints.  
The key words to listen for are: “Be pleased, O God, we pray, to bless, acknowledge, 
and approve this offering in every respect; make it spiritual and acceptable . . .”  At 
this point, the priest should have his hands extended over (or at least toward) the chalice 
and paten – RING THE BELLS ONCE.  
 
Eucharistic Prayer #2: This is the shortest of the Eucharistic prayers – be ready to ring 
the bells almost as soon as you kneel down.  It begins with the words “You are indeed 
holy, O Lord, the fount of all holiness.”  The key words to listen for follow immediately, 
and are: “Make holy these gifts, we pray, by sending down your Spirit upon them 
like the dewfall.”  At this point, the priest should have his hands extended over (or at 
least toward) the chalice and paten – RING THE BELLS ONCE.  
 
Eucharistic Prayer #3: This is the Eucharistic prayer most commonly used on Sundays.  
It begins with the words “You are indeed holy, O Lord, and all you have created rightly 
gives you praise”, and includes the words “from the rising of the sun to its setting.”  The 
key words to listen for follow immediately, and are: “Therefore, O Lord, we humbly 
implore you: by the same Spirit graciously make holy these gifts we have brought 
to you for consecration.”  At this point, the priest should have his hands extended over 
(or at least toward) the chalice and paten – RING THE BELLS ONCE. 
 
Eucharistic Prayer #4: This Eucharistic prayer long, and is not used very often.  It 
begins with the words “We give you praise, Father most holy” and continues with a 
narrative beginning with Creation and continuing to the sending of the Holy Spirit. The 
key words to listen for are: “Therefore, O Lord, we pray: may this same Holy Spirit 
graciously sanctify these offerings”.  At this point, the priest should have his hands 
extended over (or at least toward) the chalice and paten – RING THE BELLS ONCE. 
 
Other Eucharistic Prayers: There are other Eucharistic prayers that are used less 
frequently, but all of them contain the phrase “as once for the disciples, so now for us, he 
opens the Scriptures and breaks the bread.”  The key words to listen for are the same, 
and immediately follow: “Therefore, Father most merciful, we ask that you send forth 
your Holy Spirit to sanctify these gifts of bread and wine”.  At this point, the priest 
should have his hands extended over (or at least toward) the chalice and paten – RING 
THE BELLS ONCE. 
 

See the pattern?  It’s always the same.  When the priest prays for the Holy Spirit to make the 
offerings holy, that’s when you ring the bells ONCE.  This is to let the people in the pews know 
that we are coming to the holiest part of the Mass – the Consecration, when the bread and wine 
become the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ.  Very soon after that: 

 

 The bells are rung THREE TIMES as the priest elevates and presents the Body of Christ. 

 The bells are rung THREE TIMES as the celebrant elevates and presents the chalice 

containing the Precious Blood of Christ. 



 

 

After the elevations, the altar servers remain kneeling on the altar steps until the beginning of the 

Lord’s Prayer. 

 

The Lord’s Prayer (Our Father) and the Sign of Peace 
During the recitation or singing of the Lord’s Prayer (the “Our Father”), the altar servers remain 

standing by their cushions with their hands folded.  They do not go up and stand at the altar 

alongside the priest, nor do they extend their hands in what is known as the “Orans” 

position as the priest does.   

 

** Note **   Both of these positions (standing at the altar, and extending the hands) are 

reserved to ONLY the priest (and any concelebrating priests).  Laypersons, and even 

deacons, are not allowed at any time to arrange themselves around the altar in the 

manner of a priest, nor or they supposed to extend or hold hands. 

 

At the invitation to give the sign of peace, the altar servers may offer the priest, each other, and 

the congregation a sign of peace in whatever form is used by the parish and / or diocese.  The 

servers remain standing at their cushions until the conclusion of the “Agnus Dei” (“Lamb of God”) 

prayer, after which they kneel. 

 

Receiving Holy Communion 
After the priest and Extraordinary Minister(s) of Holy Communion receive Communion, the two 

altar servers stand and come together in front of the altar to receive Communion before the rest 

of the congregation. Alternatively, they may both step to the side of the altar nearest their seats to 

receive Communion.   

 

After receiving the Body of Christ, the servers may, if they choose to, go to the nearest 

Extraordinary Minister of Holy Communion to receive the Precious Blood (if it is being distributed); 

otherwise they return to their seats and remain seated throughout the distribution of Holy 

Communion.  The altar server on the side farthest away from the seats should go up and around 

the altar (remember to genuflect when passing in front of the tabernacle) so as not to cross in 

front of the priest who by then will be distributing Holy Communion to the people who come up 

from the pews.  If both servers receive communion on the side nearest their seats, they then go 

directly to their seats. 

 

Clearing the Altar 
After Communion, when the Extraordinary Minister(s) of Holy Communion leave the altar to return 

to their pews, the altar servers move from their seats to the credence table by way of the front of 

the altar, pausing and genuflecting together as they pass in front of the tabernacle.  Once again, 

do not cross over directly between the altar and the tabernacle. 

 

At the credence table, one altar server gets the cruet of water and the other server gets the 

chalice veil and burse (if these are used).  Both move to the side of the altar.  The server with the 

chalice veil and burse places them on the altar and then removes the missal and bookstand from 

the altar and returns them to the credence table while the other server pours the water over the 

priest’s fingers.   

 

Both servers then assist the priest in returning the sacred vessels (communion cups, empty 

ciborium, chalice, etc.) to the credence table.  The Mass chalice will usually be the last item to be 



 

removed, after the priest has covered it.  If the priest or deacon doesn’t cover the chalice, one of 

the altar servers may do it – study the diagrams posted in each sacristy that show the proper way 

to cover the chalice.   

 

One server takes the chalice from the priest or deacon (or the altar, if the priest or deacon doesn’t 

hand it to him / her).  Both servers bow together to the priest and return the chalice to the 

credence table.  They then return to their seats by way of the front of the altar, genuflecting 

together when they pass the tabernacle. 

 

Closing Prayer and Recessional 
Returning to their seats, the altar servers sit until the priest stands for the closing prayer.  When 

the priest says “Let us Pray”, the bookbearer gets the Roman Missal near the chair and brings it 

to the priest, either at the chair or at the altar, in the same way as was done at the beginning of 

Mass. 

 

After the closing prayer, there may be a series of announcements by the priest and/or lector.  

Unless the priest has told the bookbearer that there will be an additional closing prayer, the 

bookbearer returns the missal to its place; if there will be an additional closing prayer, the 

bookbearer stands facing the altar and holding the book until the announcements are completed. 

 

After the announcements (and additional closing prayer, if there is one), the priest will give the 

final blessing and dismissal.  After the dismissal, during or after the Prayer to St. Michael the 

Archangel, the crossbearer gets the Processional Cross.  After the Prayer to St. Michael, the 

priest and altar servers all move to the foot of the steps in front of the altar for the Recessional 

hymn (crossbearer on one side of the priest, or in the center aisle behind the priest, the other 

server on the other side of the priest).  All turn and process out down the center aisle, led by the 

crossbearer.  

 
 

A FEW POINTS ABOUT GENUFLECTING 
 

As you read this guide, you’ll notice a new emphasis on genuflecting.   

 

Genuflection is defined as the bending of the RIGHT knee in an act of adoration. 

 

We genuflect whenever we pass in front of the tabernacle, acknowledging our belief that Jesus 

Christ is truly present in the Holy Eucharist that is contained within the tabernacle. The only times 

that we would bow instead of genuflecting when passing the tabernacle is when we are carrying 

some object, or if some physical infirmity or injury prevents us from safely genuflecting. 

 

The proper way to genuflect is to stand up straight while facing the tabernacle. Keep your left foot 

still and bend your right knee until it touches the floor, then return to an upright standing position 

and continue what you are doing. You do not need to make the sign of the cross when 

genuflecting while serving, but remember to keep your hands folded and genuflect together. 

 

Why the right knee and not the left?  Right is always associated with God, while left is 

asscociated with things of the world.  This saying is a good way to remember it: 

 

IN ALL THINGS, GIVE GOD WHAT IS RIGHT ~ NOT WHAT IS LEFT !! 



 

VOCABULARY   (TERMS YOU SHOULD KNOW) 

 
~ In the Church ~ 

 
ALTAR The table on which the Mass is offered.  It is usually made of stone, and 

sometimes contains relics of saints within it.  It is a symbol of Jesus Christ. 

 

SANCTUARY The area of the church in which the altar is located, usually marked off by 

steps.  The name comes from the Latin words meaning “holy place”. 

 

SACRISTY The room where the priest and altar servers get ready for Mass.  

Vestments, vessels, and other items needed for Mass are kept here. 

 

CREDENCE TABLE A small table located in the sanctuary near the altar on which the items 

used during Mass are prepared and kept until they are needed. 

 

AMBO: The structure where the Readings are proclaimed and the priest preaches 

his homily.  Sometimes called the pulpit when it is raised above the floor. 

 

EASTER CANDLE Large candle, representing the Risen Christ that is blessed at the Easter 

Vigil.  It is only lighted during the Easter Season (from Holy Saturday 

through Pentecost Sunday), and at baptisms and funerals during the year. 

 

TABERNACLE The safe-like structure in which the Holy Eucharist is kept, usually on or 

near the altar.  It must be made of a solid, non-transparent material, 

permanently fastened down, and kept locked at all times. 

 

SANCTUARY LAMP A candle that is kept burning night and day to indicate the Real Presence 

of Jesus in the Sacrament of the Eucharist that is kept in the Tabernacle. 

 

AMBRY The cabinet in which the Holy Oils (Oil of Catechumens, Oil of the Sick, 

and Sacred Chrism) used in the Sacraments are kept. 

 

BAPTISMAL FONT The structure or vessel at which baptisms are performed. 

 

    



 

 

  ~ Vestments, Vessels, and Various Other Things ~ 

 
VESTMENTS  Special clothing worn by priests, deacons, and altar servers 

 

ALB A white robe worn by all who serve at the altar.  It gets its name from the 

Latin  word meaning “white”. 

 

CINCTURE A cord worn around the waist to hold the alb in place.  It may be white, or 

the liturgical color of the day. 

 

STOLE A long, narrow ribbon-like vestment that may only be worn by bishops, 

priests or deacons.  It is a visible sign that the wearer has the authority to 

be performing an official ministry.  Bishops and priests wear it around the 

neck, hanging down in front.  Deacons wear it over the left shoulder, 

crossing the chest and fastening the ends together at the waist below the 

right arm. 

 

CHASUBLE The large outer vestment worn by the priest when celebrating Mass. 

 

COPE A long, cape-like vestment worn by the priest when celebrating 

Sacraments and ceremonies other than the Mass. 

 

DALMATIC An outer vestment, similar to a chasuble, sometimes worn by deacons. 

 

CHALICE The large metal cup used at Mass to hold the wine that becomes the 

Blood of Christ.  The inside of the cup must always be made of gold. 

 

PATEN A small metal plate used to hold the bread that becomes the Body of 

Christ.  The upper side must always be made of gold. 

 

CIBORIUM A large metal cup, similar to a chalice but with a lid, that is used to hold 

the consecrated Hosts that are distributed at Holy Communion. 

 

PURIFICATOR A white cloth, usually made of linen or cotton, used by the priest to wipe 

the chalice.  It is the first cloth put on the chalice when covering it. 

 



 

PALL A square piece of cardboard covered with cotton or linen that is used to 

cover the chalice to prevent dust or insects from falling into the Precious 

Blood.   It is placed over the paten when covering the chalice. 

 

CHALICE VEIL A square piece of cloth the same color as the priest’s vestments 

(although it may also always be white) that covers the chalice and paten 

until the preparation of the altar at the Offertory, and again after Holy 

Communion until the end of Mass.  It represents the veil that hung in 

front of the Holy of Holies in the Temple in Jerusalem. 

 

CORPORAL A square cloth made of white linen or cotton that is placed on the altar 

and on which the chalice and paten rest during Mass.  It gets its name 

from the Latin word “corpus”, meaning “body”, because the Body and 

Blood of Christ rest on it, and because it represents the burial shroud in 

which Christ’s body was wrapped in the tomb. 

 

BURSE A stiff, square, envelope-like pouch of the same color as the chalice veil in 

which the corporal is kept. 

 

FLAGON / CRUET Vessels in which the water and wine are kept prior to being poured into 

the chalice.  Cruets are usually made of glass; the flagon is usually made 

of metal. 

 

LAVABO DISH Small glass or metal dish used when the priest washes his hands.  Its 

name comes from the Latin word “lavabo”, meaning “wash”. 

 

CENSER Also called a thurible, it’s a metal bowl suspended on one or more chains 

in which incense is burned. 

 

BOAT A small vessel in which the powdered incense is kept. 

 

ROMAN MISSAL The book containing the prayers that the priest says during Mass. 

 

LECTIONARY  The book containing the Scripture Readings for Mass 

 

BOOK OF GOSPELS The book containing only the Gospel Readings for Mass. 

 
 

 



 

~ Liturgical Colors, and What They Mean ~ 

 

The colors of the vestments worn by the priest and deacon (and the color of the cinctures worn by the 
altar servers) depend on the season or occasion being celebrated. They are known as Liturgical Colors.   
 
Each of these colors has a special meaning that determines when it may be worn.  Most Catholic 
calendars show the color(s) of vestments that may be used each day.   
 
WHITE is a sign of innocence, purity, joy and victory.  It is worn on all occasions celebrating the joyful 
and glorious mysteries of Our Lord (Christmas and Easter seasons, the Ascension, Holy Thursday), and 
on feasts of Mary (the Annunciation, the Assumption, the Immaculate Conception).  It is also worn on 
feasts of angels, and of saints who were not martyrs.  White vestments are worn at weddings and 
baptisms, and in the United States, white may be worn for funerals. 
 
RED, the color of blood and of fire, is a symbol of sacrifice and also of the Holy Spirit.  It is worn on days 
commemorating Our Lord’s suffering (Palm Sunday, Good Friday, and the Feast of the Triumph of the 
Holy Cross), on the feast days of the Apostles and Evangelists (except for St. John), and on the feast days 
of martyrs (persons who gave up their lives in defense of the Catholic Faith).  Red vestments are also 
worn on Pentecost Sunday, and are usually worn when celebrating the Sacrament of Confirmation. 
 
GREEN, the color of living plants and trees, symbolizes life, hope and growth.  It is the Church’s most-
often-used color, and is worn on the Sundays of Ordinary Time, and on occasions when no other specific 
color is required. 
 
PURPLE or VIOLET, a color often associated with royalty and kingship, is a sign of preparation and 
waiting, and also represents sorrow for sins.  It is worn during Advent, when we prepare for the coming 
birth of Jesus our King on Christmas, and during Lent, when we express sorrow and repentance for our 
sins in preparation for Jesus’ Resurrection on Easter.  In the United States, purple may also be worn at 
funerals and Masses for the dead.  During the Sacrament of Reconciliation, the priest wears a purple 
stole.  
 
PINK or ROSE represents joy in times of sorrow or preparation. It is not required, but is permitted to be 
worn on only two Sundays of the year --- the third Sunday of Advent (Gaudete Sunday) and the fourth 
Sunday of Lent (Laetare Sunday), both of which get their names from the Latin words meaning “Rejoice” 
that begin the Entrance Antiphon of the day’s Mass. 
 
GOLD  may be used on special occasions in place of white, red or green vestments.  It is often worn on 
Christmas Day and Easter Sunday, at the ordination of priests, and sometimes by a priest who is 
celebrating his first Mass.  Gold vestments are usually very fancy, and are often made of material that is 
woven using threads of real gold. 
 
BLACK is rarely used in the United States any more.  It used to be worn on Good Friday, on All Souls Day, 
and at funerals and Masses for the dead. 
 
BLUE is sometimes used during Advent in non-Catholic churches, but it has never been approved for use 

by the Roman Catholic Church in the United States.  Blue trimming is often found on vestments that are 

worn on feasts of Mary in the Catholic Church.  



 

 


