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EXTRAORDINARY MINISTERS OF HOLY COMMUNION 
 
 

THEOLOGICAL/HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE 
 
In 1971 at the request of the Bishops of the United States, the Congregation 
of the Sacraments granted permission for Extraordinary Ministers of Holy 
Communion to assist priests in distributing Holy Communion at Mass.  In 
January 1973, Pope Paul VI, in the instruction Immensae Caritatis, extended 
this permission to the universal Church.  He wrote “present-day conditions 
demand that … greater access to Holy Communion should be made possible 
so that the faithful, by sharing more fully in the fruits of the sacrifice of the 
Mass, might dedicate themselves more readily and effectively to God and to 
the good of the Church.  First of all, provision must be made lest reception 
become impossible or difficult owing to a lack of a sufficient number of 
ministers.” 
 
The institution of this particular ministry responds to the condition in the 
Church today whereby Catholics are encouraged to share in Holy 
Communion at every Eucharist in which they participate, and under both 
species, and the large number of persons who are coming forward to partake 
of the Body and Blood of Christ. 
 
“Extraordinary Ministers of Holy Communion should receive sufficient 
spiritual, theological and practical preparation to fulfill their role with 
knowledge and reverence.  In all matters, such Extraordinary Ministers of 
Holy Communion should follow the guidance of the Diocesan Bishop” (Norms 
for the Distribution of Holy Communion Under Both Kinds in the Dioceses of 
the United States of America, #28). 
 
RESPONSIBILITY/PURPOSE 
 
When the size of the congregation requires it and a sufficient number of 
ordinary ministers are not present, the celebrant “may call upon 
Extraordinary Ministers of Holy Communion to assist” in the distribution of 
Holy Communion  (Norms for the Distribution of Holy Communion Under Both 
Kinds in the Dioceses of the United States of America, #28).  This usually 
occurs when there is a particularly large number of the faithful present 
which would excessively prolong the distribution Holy Communion. 
 
Extraordinary Ministers of Holy Communion may also be used so that the 
sick or homebound may receive Holy Communion with the frequency as 
recommended in Rite for the Pastoral Care of the Sick.  Any person who 
regularly takes Holy Communion to the sick is to be trained and 
commissioned.  An individual may be commissioned for only this aspect of 
the ministry or may perform this service in conjunction with his or her 
service within the Eucharistic assembly.  To establish the connection 
between the Sunday assembly and the homebound and sick of the parish,  
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Extraordinary Ministers of Holy Communion are ideally sent from the 
Sunday celebration of the Eucharist with Holy Communion to the sick and 
homebound. 
 
SELECTION/DISCERNMENT 
 
Extraordinary Ministers of Holy Communion are to be fully initiated 
Catholics, at least 16 years of age, who lead a life in harmony with the 
undertaking of this ministry including participation in the sacramental life of 
the Church.  The Pastoral Staff, Parish Liturgy Committee, and/or Parish 
Pastoral Council may assist the pastor in discerning parishioners to fulfill 
this ministry.  Persons who themselves express a desire to become an 
Extraordinary Minister of Holy Communion should be carefully considered. 
 
In the Diocese of Youngstown, qualified persons who have been chosen as 
Extraordinary Ministers of Holy Communion must receive an endorsement 
from the bishop.  The pastor is to forward the names of the persons to the 
bishop asking that they be named for service as Extraordinary Ministers of 
Holy Communion.  This requirement distinguishes the Extraordinary 
Minister of Holy Communion from other liturgical ministers and emphasizes 
the extraordinary nature of this ministry. 
 
Extraordinary Ministers of Holy Communion are commissioned to function 
within their own parish and for a period of three years.  The commission 
expires after three years or if the person moves away from his or her parish.  
The commission is renewable by requesting the endorsement from the 
bishop.  Commissioning should take place during a parish celebration 
according to the rite provided in the Book of Blessings.  The commission may 
be revoked by the pastor if the individual no longer fulfills the requirements 
for this ministry established below. 
 
FORMATION/TRAINING 
 
A time of formation to deepen their understanding of the Eucharist and the 
ministry they are to undertake should be provided for Extraordinary 
Ministers of Holy Communion.  A portion of this formation may be offered for 
all liturgical ministers at the same time thus enabling them to have a 
common understanding of the Eucharist and an appreciation of all 
ministerial roles.  The sample outline for a formation series is provided as a 
guide in Appendix I. 
 
An additional time of training in their specific ministry should be conducted.  
A sample outlining specific training of “How Holy Communion Is To Be 
Distributed,” is provided in Appendix II and should be included in Sessions 
V and VI of Appendix I. 
 
It is further recommended that ongoing formation and/or training be 
provided for the Extraordinary Ministers of Holy Communion through 
annual ministry days in the parish. 
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APPENDIX II 

 
HOW COMMUNION IS TO BE DISTRIBUTED 

 

Considerations for Priests, Parish Liturgy Committees and Extraordinary 
Ministers of Holy Communion. 
 

 Preparing the assembly to receive Holy Communion under both kinds. 
• The practice of receiving Holy Communion from the chalice is 

highly encouraged.  It should be done with reverence and in a 
manner worthy of the Eucharist. 

• Parishioners should be carefully prepared to understand the signs 
of the Eucharist: eating the Body of Christ and drinking from the 
chalice of Christ’s Blood.  Children and adults should be instructed 
that Holy Communion under both kinds is highly desirable because 
in that form the sign of the Eucharistic meal appears more clearly. 

 
 Preparing the Altar 

• Following the Universal Prayer, the altar is prepared.  It is the 
responsibility of the priest to see that a sufficient amount of bread 
and wine is brought forward to serve the assembly at that 
celebration so that the assembly does not regularly receive from the 
reserved sacrament.  In most parishes this will be fairly consistent 
for a given Mass from week to week. 

• The bread, contained in one large paten or ciborium, the wine and 
the Roman Missal are placed on the altar.  The bread, wine and 
additional chalices are prepared according to the General 
Instruction of the Roman Missal and the rubrics of the Roman 
Missal. 

 

 Preparing the Eucharist for Distribution 
• Since the pouring of the Blood of Christ from one vessel to another 

is completely to be avoided, the necessary number of chalices are 
prepared during the Preparation of the Gifts. 

• During the Lamb of God, the priest and/or deacon places the 
Eucharistic bread into a sufficient number of plates. 

 

 Distributing Holy Communion 
• A sufficient number of Extraordinary Ministers of Holy Communion 

should be provided so that the Communion Rite is performed with 
dignity and reverence.  Normal practice suggests that there be two 
chalices for each plate/ciborium of Eucharistic bread. 

• Extraordinary Ministers of Holy Communion are to receive from the 
priest and/or deacon after the concelebrants. 

• The Body and Blood of Christ are always given from a minister.  
They are never left on the altar for communicants to take 
themselves, nor are they passed from one communicant to another.  
Holy Communion directly from the chalice is always to be preferred 
to any other form of ministering the Precious Blood. 
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Those who receive the host are not to dip it into the chalice; this 
practice is not permitted and also weakens the symbol of eating and 
drinking.  If the reception of Holy Communion is carried out by 
intinction, the minister intincts the host into the chalice, shows it to 
the communicant and says, “The Body and Blood of Christ.”  The 
communicant replies, “Amen,” receives in the mouth and then 
withdraws.  (General Instruction of the Roman Missal, #287).   

• The gesture of reverence before the reception of the Body of Christ 
and the Blood of Christ is the simple bow of the head. 

• The minister who distributes the Body of Christ should make eye 
contact and hold the Eucharistic bread briefly before the 
communicant.  As stated in the General Instruction of the Roman 
Missal, the proper exchange between the minister and the 
communicant is “The Body of Christ” and “Amen”.  These words are 
not to be adapted.  After the gesture of reverence, the minister then 
places the Eucharistic bread in the communicant’s hand or on the 
tongue depending upon the preference of the communicant. 

• The minister who distributes the Blood of Christ should make eye 
contact and present the chalice to the communicant.  As stated in the 
General Instruction of the Roman Missal, the proper exchange between 
the minister and the communicant is “The Blood of Christ” and 
“Amen”.  These words are not to be adapted.  The minister does not 
attempt to guide the chalice but places it entirely into the hands of 
the communicant.  After the communicant has received, the minister 
takes the chalice, wipes both sides of the rim with the purificator, 
turns the chalice slightly in preparation for the next communicant. 

 
 After Communion 

• Depending on local architecture, the consecrated bread is taken to 
a place of reservation and put in one container.  It is then reserved 
for distribution to the sick or for private devotion. 

• Depending on local architecture, the consecrated wine is taken to 
an appropriate place in the sanctuary or at the place of reservation 
and consumed reverently by the ministers. 

• The purification of the sacred vessels may take place after 
communion or after Mass and is done by the priest, deacon, or 
instituted acolyte. 

• This purification involves the same reverence shown anytime one 
handles the Body and Blood of Christ or the sacred vessels and is 
carried out in a prayerful manner. 

• The purification of the sacred vessels should take place in the 
following manner: 

♦ Consume any remaining precious blood; 
♦ Rinse the cups/chalice with a small amount of water and 

consume it or pour it in the sacrarium; 
♦ Consume any remaining particles of the eucharistic bread; 
♦ Rinse the ciborium or paten in a small amount of water and 

consume it or pour it down the sacrarium; 
♦ Wash and dry all vessels thoroughly. 

 


