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The non serviam—I will not serve—of Satan has been too fruitful.  

Don’t you feel the generous urge to express your daily desire for prayer and work with a serviam 
—I will serve, I will be faithful!—which will surpass in fruitfulness that cry of revolt? 

 
St. Josemaría Escrivá 
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK 
 

 

This book is not a complete guide to every detail of serving or of preparing for the 

Mass. However, it is meant to remind all servers of the most important details which 

they should be aware of and which they should practice. In it are found many 

answers to questions that servers may have, but the information here is largely meant 

to lead servers towards a more expansive knowledge of the Mass and of serving at 

the altar which must increase through asking questions, through practice, through 

observing other servers, and above all through prayer. 

 

If, while reading, you run into a term you do not know, take the time to look it up in 

this book or to ask another server or the priest what it means. The information here 

is meant to encourage learning, not to provide all the information you need by itself. 

As you grow in your knowledge of the Mass, however, you will probably find that 

what is contained in this book will serve as a sufficient reminder of all the details you 

should remain aware of. 
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THE HOLY SACRIFICE OF THE MASS 
 

To understand the meaning and importance of serving at the altar, we have to understand the 

meaning and importance of the Mass.  

 

The Last Supper 

The Mass—and specifically the sacrament of the Eucharist—was instituted by Christ at the Last 

Supper. This was the final, Passover meal which Jesus shared with His apostles. At the Passover 

each family would hold a meal in which a sacrificed lamb, brought to the Temple for sacrifice by 

the father of the family, was eaten by his family. This lamb was only a symbol of the sacrifice that 

would bring salvation to the whole world: the sacrifice of Christ on the Cross. Christ is, as John the 

Baptist says, the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world. God, the Father of all, offers 

this Lamb, His own Son, in sacrifice for our sake. And yet, just as the Passover was not complete 

without consuming the lamb—the whole lamb—the Passover of the Lord is not complete without 

consuming the true Lamb, without eating His flesh and drinking His blood, as He Himself says in 

the Gospel of John. This is what happens at the Last Supper. And it is what is continued in the 

action of every Mass. Jesus told His apostles at the Last Supper: do this in memory of Me. At the 

Mass, we follow this command of the Lord, celebrating the Eucharist in memory of Him. 

 

Sacred Memory 

That we celebrate Mass in memory of Christ does not mean that the Mass is a mere reenactment. 

It is not just remembering in the same sense that we remember other events that happened in 

history, or events in our own lives. To remember Christ in the action of the Mass is something 

greater, because it is a re-presentation of His offering. Christ, who carried the wounds of the Cross 

into heaven at His Ascension, continually renews His offering on our behalf before His Father. 

Beyond this, the sacrifice of Christ on the Cross, although historical, is always before the Father 

because God exists outside of time—and all time is present to Him as “now.” Although we can’t 

fully understand it, at the Mass, the veil of time is lifted for our sake, so that we can be in the 

presence of that eternal offering of Christ made on our behalf. To remember  in the Biblical sense 

is to place ourselves in the reality that we remember—to let it become present to us as it is to God. 

At the Mass, we place ourselves at the foot of the Cross, and each time we go to Mass, Christ pours 

out on us, from the Cross, the infinite graces which flow from this offering. 

 

At the Foot of the Cross 

In the Mass, Christ is present in all those who are assembled at the Church, who are members of 

the Body of Christ, the Church. He is present in the priest, who acts in persona Christi (in the 

person of Christ) at the Mass. He is present in the Word of God which is proclaimed. It is His 

Eucharistic Presence, however, that constitutes the center of the Mass. Entering into the offering of 

Christ on the Cross and uniting ourselves to Him in this offering is our reason for being at Mass. 

For this reason, we place the crucifix at the focal point of the church, to remind us of what it is we 

are entering into in the Mass. For this reason, everything about how the church is constructed and 

decorated, and everything about how the Mass is celebrated should draw our attention towards 

Christ in the Eucharist. 

 

The reality of what is happening at the Mass can be difficult to remember or reflect on in the midst 

of so many distractions. Serious and well-trained servers, however, help set the Mass apart as 

something incredibly important—indeed, the source and summit of our Christian lives. 
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The celebration of Holy Mass is as valuable as the death of Jesus on the Cross. 

 

St. Thomas Aquinas 
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PATRON SAINTS 
 

St. John Berchmans 

 

 John was the son of a hardworking shoemaker. As a child, he was very joyful and playful, if 

a bit reckless and hot-tempered. At the same time, he could think and talk things over very 

seriously as well. With his friends, he was very kind, and he always quietly chose to take on the 

most difficult tasks around the house so that other people wouldn’t have to. Since he was well-liked, 

he used his influence gently to correct his friends when their actions or their conversation went in 

the wrong direction. When he was nine, his mother became very sick. He spent hours at her 

bedside each day until she recovered. 

 This was the kind of person John was in his dealings with others. In his dealings with God, 

he was full of reverence and of love. From the time he was seven, he was known to wake up early 

in order to serve multiple Masses each day. Even so, he generally received Holy Communion only 

twice a month—preparing himself through prayer for these occasions. When he did receive 

Communion, the reverence with which he did so inspired others to reflect on how great a gift they 

received in the Eucharist. He frequently made pilgrimages of a few miles while praying the Rosary. 

On Fridays, he would go out and pray the stations of the Cross in town. 

 Soon, he found himself drawn by God to the Society of Jesus, or the Jesuits. His family was 

against his joining the order, but, convinced of God’s calling, he entered into the Jesuit novitiate at 

the age of seventeen. In a letter to his parents, he wrote: 

 
...for three or four months our Lord has been knocking at the door of my heart. At first I would not 

open to Him. But... after many Communions and many good works, I have come to the conclusion: 

yes, I am resolved to serve our dear Lord, with His grace, in the religious life... My heart and my 

soul will never be at rest till they have found their beloved Master. But you will say: “It is too soon. 

Wait till you have taken your degrees.” ... He is pleased now, after much prayer, out of His 

goodness, to give me a vocation to religion and to the Society of Jesus, the hammer of all heresies, 

the vessel of virtue and perfection; and shall I tread under foot this grace of my dear Lord and 

condemn it? ...So now, with my whole heart, I offer myself to Jesus Christ to fight under His colors. 

I hope you will not be so unreasonable as to oppose Him... I commend myself to your good prayers, 

that our dear Lord may grant to me perseverance to the end of my life, and to you with me, 

hereafter, eternal life.” 

 

 During the rest of his years, which were spent with the Jesuits, he made it his purpose to 

follow in detail the rules of his order exactly and to carry out his duties faithfully. It was his desire 

to overcome his own will by following the will of God. “My penance,” he would say, “is to live the 

common life... I will pay the greatest attention to the least inspiration of God.” His own rule of life, 

as he summarized it, was: “not so much the doing of great things, as doing well what one is told to 

do.” He trusted that, in carrying out the rules and duties of the order, he was, in fact, obeying the 

will of God—and he wanted to do so perfectly so as to become a saint. He would often say: “if I do 

not become a saint when I am young, I shall never be one.” 

 After two years, he made his simple vows and was soon sent to Rome to continue his 

studies. He made the journey of almost a thousand miles on foot, carrying only his wallet. In Rome, 

he was known to be an excellent student and a kind and selfless companion. During this time, he 

was assigned to serve Masses with a priest who took an unusually long time each morning. He was 

glad to do so. Later, he was transferred to a priest who, because of an illness, could not commit to 

a regular time each day—John would never know when he might be interrupted in order to serve 

the Mass. The sacristan complained about the inconvenience of it. John simply responded: 
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“Obedience can never be troublesome, dear brother; especially when it gives one the privilege of 

serving at the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass.” 

 After two years at the Roman College, however, he suddenly took ill with a fever. Knowing 

that he was on his deathbed, he prepared himself well to receive the Sacraments one final time. 

With two brothers holding him on either side, he knelt as he declared his faith and received his 

last Holy Communion and Anointing. With his eyes on the crucifix, at the age of twenty two, he 

peacefully died. 

 Over the next several days, a large crowd gathered in Rome to see him and to pray for his 

intercession. In the same year, a petition was presented to the pope to declare John a saint. 

 

St. John Berchmans was named the patron saint of altar servers because, in his love for the Mass 

and for the Eucharist, he serves as a model for all altar servers. He also perfectly exemplifies the 

virtue of obedience—seeking not only to do what was strictly required of him, but to follow, to the 

very best of his ability, even the smallest duty, responsibility, and expectation of his order. Serving 

well at the altar involves this same kind of care in carrying out each of the duties, responsibilities, 

and expectations given to altar servers. 

 

 

 

 
 

St. John Berchmans, pray for us. 
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St. Tarcisius 

 

Tarcisius was a boy who lived during the reign of the Roman emperor Valerian, who harshly 

persecuted Christians. They were forced to meet secretly in private houses or in the catacombs of 

Rome. In the catacombs, Mass would often be offered over the tombs of martyrs, which were used 

as altars. Tarcisius came regularly to the Catacombs of St. Calixtus for this purpose. He had a great 

love for Jesus in the Eucharist and, according to tradition, he was an acolyte who served at the altar 

for the pope.  

 

Although no exact record of the events of Tarcisius’ life have been given to us, there are various 

indicators as to his character and the details of his story. Taking details from various sources, we 

might put together the story like this: 

 

 One day, when the pope asked who would be willing to take the Eucharist secretly to the 

Christians awaiting martyrdom in prison, Tarcisius stood up and said: “send me!”  

 The pope protested. Tarcisius was too young to risk his life in this way. “Oh, but nobody 

will suspect a young boy,” he responded. 

 Convinced, the pope entrusted the Eucharist—wrapped in a cloth—to the young boy, saying: 

“Tarcisius, remember that a heavenly treasure has been entrusted into your weak hands. Do not 

give what is holy to the dogs.” He was applying this quote from Matthew’s Gospel to the Eucharist. 

 “I would die,” Tarcisius responded, “rather than let go of our Lord.” 

 As he was on his way, he met some people he knew who asked if he would join them. He 

tried to make excuses to continue on his way and they became suspicious of what he was up to. 

Noticing he was holding something close to his heart, they demanded to see it. He whispered to 

the One he held in his hands: “My Jesus, help me!” 

 One of the Romans overheard him and called out: “He’s a Christian!” 

 At this, his interrogators became violent, beating him and throwing stones at him, all the 

while trying to open his hands to see what was in them. Tarcisius, however, was true to his word, 

and would not let go of the Eucharist even to save his life. As the boy was dying, a Roman soldier 

called Quadratus, who had also secretly become a Christian, dispersed the small mob and took up 

Tarcisius in his arms. The boy was still tightly clutching the linen in which was the Blessed 

Sacrament. Tarcisius died in the soldier’s arms as he was being carried back to the Christian 

community. 

 Recognized right away as a martyr, he was buried immediately in the Catacombs of St. 

Calixtus and venerated as a saint, and his story became well known throughout the Christian 

community.  

 

Above all, St. Tarcisius reminds us of how great a mystery we carry when we receive Jesus in the 

Eucharist. The color red, worn by altar servers in some places, represents the blood which they, 

like him, are willing to shed in order to defend the Eucharist—which, under the appearance of 

bread and wine, is truly Jesus Christ. Servers should pray for his intercession, that they might 

grown in their love of and reverence for the Eucharist. 

 

St. Tarcisius, pray for us. 
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ROLES OF ALTAR SERVERS 
 

Crucifer: 

Carries the processional cross during the entrance procession and the final procession. 

When there are not enough servers for a Mass, the crucifer will usually take on the responsibilities 

of book bearer as well. 

 

Servers: 

Carry the processional candles in the entrance, Gospel, offertory, and final processions. They also 

help with the preparation of the gifts at the altar and with the purifications and removal of sacred 

vessels from the altar as necessary. 

Servers must have a thorough knowledge of the Mass so that they are ready to act when something 

unexpected or accidental occurs. 

 

Book Bearer: 

Has charge of holding the missal or other liturgical books for the priest or deacon.  

The book bearer should be aware of where the prayers are in the missal in order to help the priest 

by making sure the ribbons are correctly set before Mass. This also allows the book bearer to bring 

the missal already open to the correct page during the Mass. 

 

Torch Bearers: 

Carry processional torches, either at Mass or in processions. They process in and out with their 

torches and hold them kneeling at the first step of the sanctuary during the Eucharistic Prayer. 

 

Boat Bearer: 

There may be an additional server who simply carries the boat of incense, in general staying beside 

the thurifer. 

 

Thurifer: 

Is in charge of the thurible (and boat) when incense is to be used, bringing these to the priest when 

needed. Usually, the thurifer will have to add a piece of charcoal to the thurible halfway through 

the Mass (during the homily). 

The thurifer always leads processions, except in the case of a Eucharistic procession—in which the 

thurifer is always directly in front of the Blessed Sacrament. 

 

Master of Ceremonies (MC): 

Has charge of ensuring that the ceremonies of the rite are carried out well. He especially helps 

direct the servers in their sacred functions.  
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RANKS AND ADVANCEMENT 
 

There are three ranks of servers at Fort Recovery, and altar servers will be able to advance in rank 

according to their ability, their knowledge, and their experience in serving. Adult volunteers will 

help servers in the process of advancing—specifically with administering exams. Advancing in rank 

will open up more roles to altar servers. In order to advance in rank, a common requirement is to 

pass an examination. At the end of this book, you will find a study guide for these examinations so 

that you know what to study or ask about. It is up to you to learn the answers to the questions both 

by using this book and by asking questions. 

 

In addition to the trainings offered for the ranks, there may also be specific trainings for specific 

solemnities (those who serve at these solemnities will be expected to attend) and general trainings 

for all servers as needed. 

 

Novice 

The only requirement to become a novice is to attend an Novice Server Training session. All new 

servers will begin as novices. This is the first and lowest rank, and is primarily observational in its 

role. Novices vest and serve at Masses to which they are assigned, but may also do so at any Mass 

at which there are spaces available—including daily Masses. They will not, however, serve at solemn 

Masses, which are reserved for more experienced servers. Novices are encouraged to ask questions 

of the other servers before and after Mass, and otherwise to observe the other servers as they carry 

out their tasks. They will often take up some small task, such as carrying the processional candles 

in and out, which the more experienced servers will assist them with. They may also be needed to 

hold Communion patens. 

 

Altar Server 

In order to advance to the rank of altar server, novices must accomplish the following tasks: 

 Serve as a novice at ten Masses, at least five of which must be Sunday Masses.* 

 Do not have a no-show on record in the past six months. 

 Attend a Basic Server Training session. 

 Complete the Basic Examination. 

Altar servers may take on the roles of crucifer, boat bearer, server, book bearer, and torch bearer. 

 

Senior Server 

In order to advance to the rank of senior server, altar servers must accomplish the following tasks: 

 Serve at least thirty Masses as an altar server, including Christmas and Easter Masses.* 

 Do not have a no-show on record in the past year. 

 Attend an Advanced Server Training Session. 

 Complete the Advanced Examination. 

Senior servers may take on the role of thurifer and will be asked to help lead trainings. 

 

 

*N.B. For these Masses to count towards your total, you must have followed the general principles 

for serving (which includes dressing correctly) and been able to keep proper posture during these 

Masses. Either a volunteer or the priest will note if this has been done and will initial the 

completion of this requirement for each Mass on the progress sheet.  
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MASTER OF CEREMONIES 
 

For those who show initiative and who are open to praying about the possibility of the priesthood, 

the position of master of ceremonies (MC) is also available. This is a position which involves more 

specific knowledge of solemn Masses and more directing than serving. Because it involves working 

with the priest more directly and being more conversant with the Mass, the position is linked 

particularly to priestly discernment and is therefore reserved to men. It requires a daily 

commitment to praying for discernment. 

 

Young women, of course, are also encouraged to pray for discernment of a possible religious 

vocation. Although there is no position that corresponds to this kind of discernment in a direct way, 

a further step, could be to become a sacristan—a position which would benefit greatly from 

knowledge gained as a server. 

 

 

Master of Ceremonies (MC) 

Young men who are already senior servers, who show remarkable initiative, who clearly know what 

they are doing, and who have frequently helped with trainings may be invited to become MCs. 

 

Those who accept the position of MC are expected to be open to the idea of entering the 

priesthood—even if they do not feel they are called to it—and to pray daily for vocational 

discernment. This requires no more than the simple prayer: “Lord, show me what you want me to 

do and give me the courage to do it.” 

 

MCs will be expected to help with server trainings, to study responsibilities for particular solemn 

Masses (which will be provided to them), and to direct all other servers in their roles as needed, 

especially at these solemn Masses. 
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PRAYERS BEFORE AND AFTER MASS 
 

Altar servers are expected to prepare themselves prayerfully for Mass and to end Mass in prayer as 

well. This should include silent prayer and simple recollection, but also taking part in common 

prayers with the other servers and with the priest. Please memorize these prayers as soon as you 

can so that you can take part in them without having to read them. 

 

 
 

 

Before Mass: 

 
When all the duties before Mass are complete and all the servers are vested and ready, they join 
the priest in the main sacristy and wait, as much as possible, in silence. Servers are encouraged to 
pray, to study this book, or to ask questions they might have about serving during this time. When 
all are ready for Mass, the servers face the crucifix and pray together: 
 

Heavenly Father, 

take from my heart all distractions.  

Let me remember that in assisting the priest I am assisting Jesus  

in offering You the merits of His Passion for myself and for the whole world. 

I thank You for allowing me the opportunity to give my service to You.  

Help me to know what I should do and to do it well. 

Help me to serve reverently at your holy altar, 

and so to give You praise and glory now and forever. 

Amen. 

 

When the priest is also ready, he will also face the crucifix and say: 
 

Procedamus in pace   (Let us go forth in peace)  
 
to which all servers reply: 
 

In nomine Christi. Amen.  (In the name of Christ. Amen.)



19 

 

After Mass: 

 
All servers immediately enter the main sacristy with the priest and gather around the crucifix. At 
Sunday Masses, however, the priest will usually stop in the vestibule. In this case, all gather around 
the crucifer who carries the processional cross. In either case, as the priest bows, the servers bow 
with him. He begins: 
 

Prosit      (May [the Mass] be to our benefit) 

 

to which all servers reply: 
 

Pro omnibus et singulis.   (For all and for each.) 
 

After this, if they are in the sacristy, the priest begins the prayer to St. Michael, which the servers 
pray with him. Otherwise, the highest-ranking server begins this prayer in the sacristy when the 
servers have returned. 
 

St. Michael the Archangel, defend us in battle. Be our protection against the wickedness and 

snares of the devil. May God rebuke him, we humbly pray, and do thou, O prince of the heavenly 

host, cast into hell Satan and all the evil spirits who prowl about the world seeking the ruin of souls. 

Amen. 

 

Then all servers finish their duties after Mass. 
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ORDINARY OF THE MASS 
 

All servers should, of course, know the prayers of the Mass by heart and should always take part in 

these prayers audibly and confidently. They should also know the Latin names of these prayers. 

 

Confiteor  

I confess to almighty God and to you, my brothers and sisters, that I have greatly sinned, in my 

thoughts and in my words, in what I have done and in what I have failed to do: through my fault, 

through my fault, through my most grievous fault; therefore I ask blessed Mary ever-Virgin, all the 

Angels and Saints, and you, my brothers and sisters, to pray for me to the Lord our God. 

 

Kyrie 

Lord have mercy. R. Christ have mercy. R. Lord have mercy. R. 

 

Gloria (Glory) 

Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to people of good will. We praise you, we bless 

you, we adore you, we glorify you, we give you thanks for your great glory, Lord God, heavenly 

King, O God, almighty Father. Lord Jesus Christ, Only Begotten Son, Lord God, Lamb of God, 

Son of the Father, you take away the sins of the world, have mercy on us; you take away the sins of 

the world, receive our prayer; you are seated at the right hand of the Father, have mercy on us. For 

you alone are the Holy One, you alone are the Lord, you alone are the Most High, Jesus Christ, 

with the Holy Spirit, in the glory of God the Father. Amen. 

 

Credo 

I believe in one God, the Father almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of all things visible and 

invisible. I believe in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Only Begotten Son of God, born of the Father 

before all ages. God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, 

consubstantial with the Father; through him all things were made. For us men and for our salvation 

he came down from heaven, and by the Holy Spirit was incarnate of the Virgin Mary, and became 

man. For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate, he suffered death and was buried, and 

rose again on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures. He ascended into heaven and is 

seated at the right hand of the Father. He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead 

and his kingdom will have no end. I believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who 

proceeds from the Father and the Son, who with the Father and the Son is adored and glorified, 

who has spoken through the prophets. I believe in one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church. I 

confess one Baptism for the forgiveness of sins and I look forward to the resurrection of the dead 

and the life of the world to come. Amen. 

 

Sanctus 

Holy, Holy, Holy Lord God of hosts. Heaven and earth are full of your glory. Hosanna in the 

highest. Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord. Hosanna in the highest. 

 

Memorial Acclamation 

1. We proclaim your Death, O Lord, and profess your Resurrection until you come again.  

2. When we eat this Bread and drink this Cup, we proclaim your Death, O Lord, until you 

come again.  

3. Save us, Savior of the world, for by your Cross and Resurrection you have set us free.  
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ORDER OF THE MASS 
 

Servers should be aware of the order of the Mass so that they can anticipate what is coming next 

and what they need to be ready to do. It is a good idea to make sure that you know each of these 

parts of the Mass and when they occur. 

 

Entrance Rites 

Procession to Altar 

Sign of the Cross and Greeting 

Penitential Rite 

Gloria (on Sundays, solemnities, and feasts) 

Collect 

 

Liturgy of the Word 

First Reading 

Responsorial Psalm 

Second Reading (on Sundays and solemnities) 

Gospel Acclamation 

Gospel 

Homily 

Profession of Faith (on Sundays and solemnities) 

General Intercessions 

 

Liturgy of the Eucharist 

Preparation of the Altar 

Prayer Over the Gifts 

Preface 

Eucharistic Prayer 

 

Communion Rite 

Lord's Prayer 

Sign of Peace 

Communion 

Prayer after Communion 

 

Concluding Rites 

Final Blessing 

Procession to Sacristy 
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THE MISSAL AND PRAYERS OF THE MASS 
 

The Missal is the book containing the prescribed prayers, chants, and instructions for the 

celebration of the Mass. Aside from the elements of the Liturgy of the Word, which are taken 

from the Lectionary, it is complete for each day of the year. 

 

 

To understand the Missal, it is helpful first to understand the difference between the ordinary of 

the Mass and its propers: 

 

Ordinary 

The words and actions which are the same each Mass. For example, the creed is part of the 

Ordinary of the Mass, because it does not change with the season or day. The Ordinary can be 

found in the third section of the Missal: The Order of the Mass (see next page). 

 

Propers 

Those prayers which change depending on the season, week, or day. This includes the antiphons,
1

 

the Collect (the first prayer, at the end of the introductory rites), the Prayer Over the Offerings, 

and the Prayer after Communion. It also includes the readings, the Responsorial Psalm, and the 

Gospel Verse. The propers may be found in the Proper of Time, unless they are taken from a 

particular solemnity, feast, or memorial corresponding to the day—in which case they come from 

the Proper of Saints or the Commons. It is also possible to offer a Mass for some occasion or for 

some particular devotion. The propers for these Masses can be found after the Commons. The 

propers for Ritual Masses, such as the Confirmation Mass, also can be found here. 

 

 

 

The Missal includes all of the ordinary and the propers of the Mass for every day of the year, 

including all of the memorials, feasts, and solemnities of the year. It is primarily used to read the 

propers of the day (which are usually all on one page),  an appropriate preface, and the Eucharistic 

Prayer (which is always clearly marked by tabs in the center of the Missal). There should be 

ribbons set to the appropriate page with the propers for the day and the preface that will be used. 

The Book bearer should know where these are. 

 

It is also helpful to know how to look up what the prayers of the day should be. The definite guide 

for the Archdiocese is called the Ordo, and can always be found in each sacristy. It will often be 

opened or bookmarked to the correct page already.  Under each specific day, this book will list, in 

abbreviated form, what color to use for the Mass, which propers to use, and, if not the seasonal 

preface, which preface to use as well. 

  

                                                 
1
 Antiphons are generally short quotations from scripture. They are said or sung at the beginning of Mass and after 

Holy Communion. Since these are proper, they tie into the theme of the particular Mass being said. Especially 
when they are sung, they may be repeated as stanzas of a psalm are recited or chanted, much like the 
Responsorial Psalm. At times, the antiphons are replaced by an opening hymn and a Communion meditation, 
although it is always preferred that the antiphons be used. 
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The Sections of the Missal (in order) 

 

The General Instruction of the Roman Missal (GIRM) and other norms 

Provides more specific instructions on how to celebrate the Mass and on the details surrounding 

the Mass. 

The Proper of Time 

Provides the propers for the various seasons (Advent, Christmas, Lent, Easter, and Ordinary 

Time) in sequence. In the first four seasons, each day has its own propers. In Ordinary Time, the 

propers for weekdays are, as a rule, taken from the previous Sunday (although it is also allowed to 

take them from any Sunday in Ordinary Time). 

The Order of the Mass and its Appendix 

Gives all of the ordinary of the Mass in sequence. The various options for Prefaces are all included 

in the center of this section. The various options for Eucharistic Prayers are included after the 

prefaces. 

The Proper of Saints 

Provides the propers for memorials, feasts, and solemnities of saints. 

The Commons 

Provides propers which can be used more generally, especially to fill in prayers which are not  

specifically given for a particular saint. 

Ritual Masses 

Provides propers for various ritual Masses, such as the Mass for Confirmations. 

Masses for Various Occasions 

Provides propers for Masses that the priest may choose to say for some particular need or occasion.  

Votive Masses 

Provides propers for devotional Masses, focusing, for example, on the Sacred Heart of Jesus, on 

the Holy Spirit, on Mary, and so on. 

Masses for the Dead 

Provides the propers for funeral Masses as well as various Masses that may be offered for those 

who have died. 

The Appendices 

These include chants, blessings which may be used in the Mass, example intercessions, and various 

prayers before and after Mass. 

 

It is important that you look through the Missal and ask questions about it in order to fully 

understand it. When you have gotten used to it, it is very simple to use. 

 

 

 

The Ordo 

 

In each sacristy, there is also a little book called the Ordo, which provides information on which 

prayers should be used on each day of the year—it is printed every year for the local dioceses, and 

so includes feasts specific to our archdiocese. The Ordo lets you know if there is a feast day not 

listed in the Proper of Saints of the missal. It also notes if the Gloria or Creed will be said at any 

given Mass. 
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THE LECTIONARY 
 

 

The Lectionary is the book (or set of books) containing the prescribed Readings, Responsorial 

Psalms, and Gospel Acclamations for the celebration of the Mass. 

 

During weekdays (Monday through Saturday) of Advent, Christmas, Lent, and Easter, the readings 

are generally the same every year. Weekday Readings in Ordinary Time are on a two year cycle: 

Year I and Year II. The first reading during weekday Masses will cover most of the Bible in this 

two year period, using semi-continuous readings from the most important biblical narratives. The 

Gospels for these weekdays, however, are the same each year. 

 

Sunday readings are on a three year cycle: Year A, Year B, and Year C. Through Ordinary Time, 

each year goes through one of the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew in Year A, Mark in Year B, and 

Luke in Year C). Except during Lent, the first reading, from the Old Testament, is selected to link 

with the theme of the Gospel on Sundays. During Lent, the first readings are the same each year, 

giving an overview of the Old Testament. The second readings are semi-continuous readings from 

the New Testament (but not the Gospels), and are not necessarily connected to the theme of the 

other readings. 

 

Solemnities as well as some feasts and memorials have their own proper readings. Ritual Masses 

such as weddings and funerals have their own selection of recommended readings which can be 

chosen from according to the situation (in their own Ritual Mass Lectionary). 

 

There are separate Lectionaries for Sunday and weekday readings. In the weekday Lectionary can 

be found the proper readings for the Saints as well as readings from various Commons (such as for 

celebrating the dedication of a church). 
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THE BIBLE 
 

 

Old Testament 

 

There are 46 books in the Old Testament. It is typically divided into four sections: 

 

The Pentateuch (Torah): These are the first five books of the Bible, traditionally held to have been 

written by Moses: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. In these books is 

detailed the creation and fall of humanity, the story of Noah, the story of Abraham and his family, 

the period of Egyptian slavery, the return to the Holy Land, and the laws and practices of the 

Jewish religion. 

The Historical Books: These books tell the history of the Israelites, from the time of their taking 

over of the land of Canaan to the time of their exile in Babylon. Here are told the stories of the 

great judges and kings of the Israelites. Most notable among these are the stories of David and 

Solomon. 

The Wisdom Books (Ketuvim): These books deal with questions of good and evil and questions 

of ultimate meaning. Some are primarily collections of practical and spiritual advice. Others are 

more reflective and philosophical. The book of Job is unique in that it tells a story—although it is 

primarily a deep spiritual and philosophical reflection on the problem of evil. The book of Psalms 

is also included in this list. 

The Prophets: The prophetic books are generally books attributed to a Jewish prophet. They are 

divided, according to their importance, into major and minor prophets. Many of the prophecies 

which refer to Christ are to be found in these books. 

 

 

New Testament 

 

There are 27 books in the Old Testament. They include: 

 

The Gospels: These are the four canonical accounts of the life of Jesus Christ. Three of them have 

much of the same material, often telling the same stories in very similar words. These three are 

called the Synoptic Gospels: Matthew (or Levi, the tax collector who became an apostle), Mark (a 

disciple of Peter), and Luke (a disciple of Paul and a physician by trade). The fourth Gospel, that 

of John (the Apostle, “the one who Jesus loved”), has less detailing of events and more of a focus 

on theological explanations. 

The Acts of the Apostles: This single book, written by Luke as a continuation of his Gospel, details 

the life of the early Church as led by the apostles. 

The Epistles: These are letters written by the apostles and disciples of Christ. Some are written to 

specific communities, while others address the Christian community as a whole. Most notably, 

these include the many letters of St. Paul to various communities and individuals. James, Peter, 

John, and Jude also wrote letters which are included here. 

Revelation: Written by John during his exile on Patmos, this book concludes the New Testament. 

It is apocalyptic in style, drawing much of its imagery from the book of Daniel in the Old 

Testament. In it are many of the images which have influenced Catholic liturgy and art—the lamb 

that was slain, the martyrs under the altar, the wedding feast of the lamb, the new Jerusalem, etc.  



26 

 

PROPER POSTURE 
 

General Posture: 

Servers should have good posture and show that they are attentive and ready to act when necessary. 

Hands must always be in position, back straight, and feet flat on the ground when standing or 

sitting. Unless you need to move in order to serve, you should be standing absolutely still. When 

moving, move slowly and deliberately, even if the priest is waiting on you. Rushing, fidgeting, 

playing with cinctures, showing obvious distraction, etc. becomes a considerable distraction, 

defeating much of the purpose of having you serve at the altar. Keep in mind at all times that you 

are a model to the people of how to enter into the prayer of the Mass and that your whole 

demeanor should lead others to be attentive to the Mass itself. 

 

Hands: 

Please make sure your hands are clean before serving. When standing or kneeling, empty hands 

should be joined, palm to palm, held at the level of the chest, and pointing upward. If the server is 

holding something, it should be held carefully and level at all times. If something is held in only 

one hand, the left hand should be placed, palm open and flat, over the chest. When sitting, hands 

should be resting flat on the knees. 

 
During the Sign of the Cross and Our Father: 
The sign of the cross should be made clearly and without haste. It is made with the right 

hand, fingers joined together and palm open, from forehead to chest, then left to right 

shoulder. The left hand should remain resting, palm open, over the chest. The striking of 

the breast at the Confiteor should be done with open palm, again with the left hand resting 

on the chest. Hands should remain together at the Our Father. 
 

Eyes: 

Your eyes should always be on the liturgical action. At times when your attention is away from the 

priest, however (such as during the readings), make sure to look back at the priest from time to 

time in case he should need something from you out of the ordinary (for example, he may ask you 

to bring something from the sacristy that was forgotten while setting up, for a glass of water, etc.). 

 

Intentionality: 

In everything you do, act with confidence and don’t show confusion, even if you are confused. If 

the priest asks you to do something out of the ordinary, do your best to carry it out as if it were 

expected and part of your regular duties. The more attentive you are to the Mass, the more easily 

you will understand subtle instructions from the priest. Always carry these out without hesitation. 

 

Bows and genuflections: 

Bows may be slight (a tilt of the head) or profound (a bow at the waist). Slight bows are made at the 

names of Jesus, Mary, and the saint of the day (if there is one). A profound bow is made during the 

Creed at the words “and by the Holy Spirit was incarnate... and became man.” It is customary that 

servers make a slight bow to the priest as they assist the priest at the altar, each time they finish 

what they are doing. All servers should bow profoundly before receiving Communion. 

Genuflections, made slowly and devoutly on the right knee, should be made every time a server 

passes in front of the tabernacle. Hands should remain together. Servers who are not holding 

anything should also genuflect with the priest at the beginning and end of Mass. 
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Correct posture when standing. Correct posture 

when sitting. 

Correct form for genuflection—hands still together. 

When kneeling, begin as you would wen genuflecting, 

then bring the other knee down gently while 

maintaining good posture. 

Correct posture 

when kneeling. 
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OTHER GENERAL PRINCIPLES AND THE USE OF VARIOUS ITEMS 
 

 

Disposition for Receiving Communion: 

Altar servers ought to receive Communion at the Mass. Because of this, it is necessary that all 

servers, like all the faithful, always observe at least the one-hour fast before receiving Communion. 

It is also necessary that they be spiritually prepared to receive our Lord as best they can. If servers 

have cause to believe that they are not disposed to receive communion (i.e. that they may be in a 

state of mortal sin), they should ask the priest to hear a confession before the Mass and confess the 

sin which is on their mind, or, failing that, they should ask somebody to serve in their stead and 

avoid receiving Communion. 

 

Behavior in the Sacristy: 

As a rule, the sacristy is a place of quiet and prayerful preparation for the Mass. Servers should not 

only observe this quiet and prayer, but should in fact cultivate it by their bearing, especially when 

others are being noisy or overly conversational. Prayers before and after Mass should be made 

reverently. Servers may also ask questions or to look through this sacristy manual if they have time 

before the Mass begins. 

 

Attire: 

Every server should dress neatly, modestly, and appropriately. You are serving the Lord Himself 

and should show that in your manner of dress. Clothing should be plain or dark in color so as to 

not be seen under the server’s garments.  

 Boys must wear a collared shirt, dark dress pants, and dark dress shoes (preferably black).  

 Girls must wear an appropriate shirt or blouse; pants, dress, or a long skirt; and close-toed 

dress shoes. 

Boys will wear cassock and surplice and girls will wear alb and scapular for serving. Albs and 

cassocks should touch the toes of the server’s shoes when they are standing straight. If there is no 

exact fit, you will have to go one size down, as a size up could cause you to trip. Cinctures for the 

albs should be tied off at the waist, to the left side of the server. 

 

Candles, Torches and Candle lighters: 

When lighting candles, servers should never use the lighter directly, but should always use the wax 

taper on the candle lighter. Keep the taper pointed up so that wax doesn’t melt inside the candle 

lighter or pour out from it. To extinguish the taper, the server should pull it back into the candle 

lighter, then quickly push it slightly back out to prevent it from melting into place. If the taper is 

too short to use, additional tapers are available in the sacristy. Simply lift the device all the way up, 

pull the last bit of the old taper out, and hook in the new taper, pulling it back into the candle 

lighter.  

 

Similarly, candles should always be extinguished with the candle snuffer. This should be done 

slowly and carefully. 

 

In procession, candles and torches should be held up straight and steady with both hands. 
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Aspergillum and Aspersorium: 

At times, servers will be asked to help in the sprinkling of holy water during Mass. When doing so, 

they hold the aspersorium with the aspergillum facing towards the priest, at a comfortable level for 

the priest to reach. They should stay right beside the priest so that it is easy for him to immerse the 

aspergillum from time to time. 

 

Holding the Missal or Ritual Books: 

If the book is not already open, the server should make sure not to block the ribbons. Books may 

be held centered on the chest (by smaller servers especially) or to one side (by larger servers only). 

Book bearers should stand at a reasonable distance from the priest so that he can move his hands 

freely and read the text easily. The priest may give a signal when he is done with the book or the 

server simply returns when the oration is finished. If a server is standing too close or if the Missal is 

at a problematic angle, the priest may move the book. Help him to do so by moving with him and 

try to keep the book in that position. 

 

Thurible and Boat: 

The thurible is always carried in the right hand. If the boat is not being carried, the left hand 

remains on the breast. In procession, the thurible is swung discreetly back and forth. When 

standing still, the server may swing it discreetly from left to right. As a rule, when a deacon is 

present, the thurible always passes through him to the priest.  

When brining the thurible for incense to be imposed, the thurifer first gives the boat to the priest 

or deacon, then holds the chain near the thurible, opens the top with the other hand, and holds 

the open thurible level with and close to the boat so that the cleric may easily add incense. When 

this is done, the thurifer waits for the cleric to bless the incense silently with the sign of the cross 

before closing the thurible. 

When swinging the thurible, as during the Eucharistic Prayer or during Benediction, the thurifer 

holds the end of the chain with the left hand, while holding the chain near the censer with the right 

like a pencil. The right hand, holding the censer up, swings it by a small motion of the wrist, 

usually in three sets of three swings. 

The boat is always carried level so that no incense is spilled. It should always be opened so that the 

spoon is facing the priest or deacon who will use it. 

To light the self-lighting charcoal, the thurifer should hold the charcoal with tongs, lighting along 

the edges until the entire piece seems to have reacted to the flame. Having set an aluminum foil 

cup in the thurible, the thurifer can then place the coal inside and, with the thurible open, swing 

the base back and forth to help the charcoal fully light. 

 

Bells: 

Bells are used to alert the congregation to important moments in the liturgy. Servers should ring 

the sanctuary bells before processing out and the Sanctus bells at the Epiclesis (once) and the 

elevations of the Body and Blood of Christ (three times each). They should be rung confidently 

but calmly. 

If bells need to be carried by the servers, they should be turned upside down so that they will not 

ring as they are moved. 
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Communion Patens: 

These patens must always be held directly under either the hands of those who receive 

Communion in the hand or the chin of those who receive on the tongue. If they are not 

immediately below, they serve no purpose. At the same time, servers must be careful not to be 

overly intrusive or to accidently hit somebody with the paten. It is not difficult, but requires focus. 

Aside from guarding against having the Eucharist fall to the ground, the purpose of these patens is 

also to collect particles of the Eucharist that may fall during reception of Communion. Because of 

this, even if a paten looks clear, it must always be held level until it is purified by the priest or 

deacon. When the servers bring the patens to the credence table, they should do so carefully, 

always keeping them level.  

 

Purification: 

After all have finished receiving Communion, the priest or deacon or both will purify the vessels. 

Although this will usually follow the procedure outlined in the directions, it is important that the 

servers know that it will always be helpful to be at the ready with the open cruet of water at this 

point. At times, perhaps, the priest will want to purify at the altar. Servers should be prepared to 

bring water wherever it is needed. If a priest or deacon holds his fingers over a paten or chalice, the 

server should pour the water directly over the tips of these fingers in order to purify any particles of 

the Eucharist which may remain on them from distribution. The server should always give a 

substantial amount of water so that the sacred vessels can be easily purified. The priest or deacon 

will usually indicate when to stop pouring by slightly lifting up the vessel. 

 

Handling Sacred Vessels and other Items for the Mass: 

When holding the main chalice and paten, servers should hold the node (center) of the chalice in 

their left hand, while keeping the pall or burse on top steady with their right (flat on top). Servers 

should ensure that the cross at the bottom of each chalice is facing toward the priest when the 

chalice is placed on the altar. Wine is always poured on this side of the chalice before consecration. 

This serves as a tool to simplify purification for the priest or deacon. 

When cruets are brought to the priest, the server should hold them at the bottom, with the handles 

facing outward toward the priest so that he can easily take them up. The lids should be removed at 

the credence table and later replaced. 

The ewer for the lavabo should obviously be used above the bowl, so that the bowl can catch the 

water, and should not be placed back in the bowl after the priest washes his hands. 

 

Titles and Signs of Respect: 

A bishop is the pastor of the local church, while the priests are his representatives. He is in a line 

of direct descent from the apostles. At certain special liturgies, especially at Confirmation, servers 

will have a chance to meet and work with a bishop. In these cases, or in others when a bishop is 

present, servers are always to refer to the bishop by his title: Your Excellency. It is often the case 

that the archbishop prefers to simply be referred to as “Archbishop.” You may ask the priest what 

would be appropriate should a bishop be visiting. At any rate, all servers should stand when a 

bishop enters or leaves the room and remain attentive to him. 

Priests are always to be addressed as “Father,” religious as “Brother” or “Sister,” and monsignors 

as “Monsignor.” 
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DISCIPLINE 
 

 

In general, it is expected that there will be no disciplinary action required of servers. Servers 

themselves will be expected to learn from their mistakes, however, and to seek to grow in 

knowledge and ability on their own initiative.  

 

It is understandable that servers, especially if they are new or if it has been some time since the last 

time they served, may forget certain responsibilities or make mistakes. As long as the servers are 

reverent and are doing the best they can, however, this is simply part of being a server—and of 

becoming a better server. While servers shouldn’t allow mistakes to trouble them, then, they 

should allow mistakes to inspire them to learn and to be more attentive.  

 

After Mass, Father might make mention of details to be corrected in serving. This is not intended 

as a disciplinary action, but rather as a way of helping servers to take note of how they can improve 

at their next Mass. 

 

Having said all of this, misbehaving in any way during the Mass is unacceptable. This includes 

talking, being irreverent or inattentive, or otherwise becoming a distraction to the priest or to the 

faithful. Such behavior, if serious and persistent, will be considered sufficient reason for a server to 

be dismissed. Clear disregard for any of the general expectations, if serious and persistent, will also 

be considered sufficient reason for dismissal. In all cases, if a server is to be dismissed, the parents 

will first be contacted to discuss the situation. 

 

 

 

No-Shows 

 

Servers are placed on the schedule by the secretaries at the main office. The schedule is published 

long beforehand online (see Ministry Appointments under Resources on the parish website) and 

may also be found in every bulletin. It is expected that servers who are scheduled to serve will 

always either be present to serve or ask another server to take their place. If a substitute is found, 

that substitute should always mark on the attendance sheet that they have been contacted by the 

one who had been scheduled to serve.  

 

If a server did not make it for a Mass on which they were scheduled AND there is no indication on 

the attendance sheet that the server looked for a substitute, it will be counted on their record as a 

no-show. No-shows will prevent servers from advancing to the next rank for an extended period of 

time (see Ranks and Advancement). In addition, if a server has three no-shows on record in a year, 

it will be considered sufficient reason for dismissal. 
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ACCIDENTS AND THE UNEXPECTED 
 

Accidentally forgetting a responsibility: 

It is possible that servers will at times forget to carry out a specific responsibility. In that case, if it is 

a necessary action (such as brining the Missal to the priest) the server should calmly and reverently 

carry on that responsibility as soon as it is remembered—without rushing or trying to make an 

apology during the Mass. If, however, the time has passed for the action, the server must simply 

seek to make the omission as little noticeable as possible. This will require quick and decisive 

thinking on the server’s part (for example, a server who accidently forgot to ring the bells at the 

elevation of the Host would do well to avoid ringing them at the elevation of the Chalice also, so as 

to not draw attention to the previous omission). 

 

An item necessary for Mass is missing from the credence table, altar, or ambo: 

An adept server will notice when something is accidentally left out by a Sacristan. Such a server 

should take the initiative to reverently go to the sacristy (preferably at a time when the action will be 

less noticeable) and retrieve the missing item. This happens most often with purificators. 

 

Spills before Consecration: 

If water or wine spills on the ground before the Consecration, the lavabo towel may be used to 

lightly clean or dry the area. This is especially important to do if the spill is on the credence table, 

so that there is no confusion over whether the spill occurred before or after Consecration. 

 

Coals fall out of thurible: 

Do not pick up coals with your bare hands! You may go to the sacristy to find the incense tongs in 

order to pick up the coal. However, if it is pressing that you pick up the coal (e.g. if the coal has 

landed on carpet), set the thurible down or hand it to somebody else and use the spoon from the 

boat, a wet towel, or some other object to pick up the coal.  

 

Sacred Host falls to the ground: 

If it should happen that a Host falls to the ground, the cleric or extraordinary minister of Holy 

Communion should know to make sure that the Host is consumed. A server, however, may help 

by brining an extra purificator from the sanctuary to cover the spot on which the host fell, so that 

the priest may afterward purify the area. 

 

Sacred Host falls on the Communion paten: 

The cleric or extraordinary minister will take care of the Host. Be especially careful not to let the 

Host fall from the paten. 

 

Precious Blood is spilled: 

A server will bring extra purificators to the cleric or extraordinary minister, who will use them to 

absorb as much of the Precious Blood as possible. These purificators are placed in the sacrarium, 

or at least set aside reverently on the credence table, until after the Mass. The area is then covered 

with another purificator until it can be properly purified afterward. 
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Sacred Host is found discarded: 

Although it is unlikely, it is possible that a server may find a Host left on the floor, a pew, or so on. 

In such a case, there is a real possibility that the Host has been Consecrated and is, in fact, the 

Body of Christ. Because of this, the Host must be treated with reverence. Please alert the priest as 

to the location of the Host without moving It and allow him to decide what to do. 

 

A communicant does not consume the Host: 

It is also possible that servers will notice a communicant who does not receive the Host. This is 

usually not out of ill intention, but it is a very serious matter that the Eucharist be consumed and 

not carried off. The server should alert the cleric or extraordinary minister who is distributing 

immediately. If this cannot occur for whatever reason, the server may take the initiative to ask the 

communicant to please consume the Host. Otherwise, servers should at least inform the priest 

after Mass and help him identify the individual so that the priest may speak to him or her. 

 

Server begins to feel faint or sick: 

Servers who feel faint or sick should make their way to the sacristy and have a seat or take a drink 

of water as needed. If they do not begin to feel better, they may remain in the sacristy trying to 

remain attentive to the Mass, otherwise they should return to their place at a convenient moment 

when they feel better. Other servers should take note if a server leaves and be ready to fill in for 

the responsibilities that server had. 

 

Priest has a dry throat: 

If the priest seems to be in some sort of difficulty of this sort, a server may take the initiative to 

bring him a glass of water from the sanctuary or at to ask, at an unobtrusive time, if the priest 

should need anything. 

 

Power failure: 

If the lights go out, a server may need to bring one of the processional candles to the priest in 

order to help him read the Missal. 

 

Other unexpected occurrences: 

Should something occur which you have not thought out beforehand, as a server please use your 

best judgment, your knowledge of the Mass, and a good understanding of priorities in order to 

respond to it. A good server will respond confidently to most situations without any need for help 

or advice. However, if the priest has noticed, also pay attention to him—he may indicate to you 

what you should do, or even that you should go to him so that you can tell you what to do in detail. 

If you are ever unsure of how to respond, always err on the side of reverence, especially when it 

comes to the Holy Eucharist. 
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DUTIES BEFORE AND AFTER MASS 
 

Always remember that, before, during, and after Mass—at all times—servers always genuflect when 

passing in front of the tabernacle where the Blessed Sacrament is kept. 

 

 

Before Mass: 

 

1. Sign the attendance sheet. 

If you are subbing for somebody who asked you to do so, please note that on the sheet. 
2. Vest. 

3. Make sure each item is in place:* 

a. Main chalice and paten; side chalices and equal number of purificators; lavabo, 

towel, and water cruet on the credence table. 

The main paten should always have a large host in it. 
b. Wine and water and additional hosts at the back  

At credence table on weekdays. 
c. Tabernacle key in the tabernacle. 

d. Altar missal on the altar and presider’s missal at the book bearer’s chair. 

The book bearer should look to see where the ribbons are set. 
e. Lectionary and petitions at the ambo. 

4. Light candles at the altar (always with candle lighter). 

5. Say the prayers before Mass. 

 

 

After Mass: 

 

1. Say the prayers after Mass. 

2. Help bring the items from the credence table into the sacristy.* 

3. Make sure the lectionary is returned.* 

4. Extinguish the candles at the altar (always with candle snuffer). 

5. Neatly hang your vestments in the servers' wardrobe. 

6. Check with the sacristan or priest to see if they need any other assistance. 

 

 
 

*N.B. These tasks fall primarily to the sacristan. However, if there is no sacristan or if the sacristan 

is late, the servers should be able to take on all of these responsibilities. Even when the sacristan is 

present, the servers will often help the sacristan bring things out to the credence table after the 

sacristan has brought them out. It is also good for the servers to ensure that the sacristan has not 

forgotten anything.  
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PROCESSIONS 
 

Processions are formed at the beginning and end of Mass. Please memorize the order of 

processions in full so that you always know which order to line up in, whether there are additional 

servers or not. 

 

 

Key:  Th=Thurifer, C=Crucifer, Bb=Book Bearer, S=Server, N=Novice, T=Torch Bearer, 

MC=Master of Ceremonies, Dc=Deacon, Pr=Priest, Ca=Canopy Bearer,  : canopy 

(Parenthesis): used at solemn Masses; [Brackets]: used at the most solemn Masses;  

Italics: not essential

 

Order of Processions for Mass 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Order of Eucharistic Procession 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lining Up at the Foot of the Altar 
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DETAILED INSTRUCTIONS: SUNDAYS AND SOLEMNITIES 
 

Always arrive at least 15 minutes before Mass. Please refer to the previous section for detailed 

instructions on preparing for the Mass and on cleaning up after Mass. The parts of the Mass are 

generally capitalized and sacred music is italicized. 

 

 

Sundays and Solemnities 
 

On these days, and perhaps on certain feasts, the Mass is celebrated with greater solemnity and, as 

far as possible, with a greater number of servers. Because the degree of solemnity will vary, 

however, depending on the occasion, some of these instructions apply only to certain Masses. All 

instructions in [ brackets ] take place only at solemn Masses (when a thurifer is present); all 

instructions in [[ double brackets ]] take place only on the most solemn of Masses (when torch 

bearers are present, or at least when the candle-bearers can fill in for torch bearers). 

 

Entrance Rites 

 

All line up in the sacristy or the back of the church according to the order of procession. As the 

Entrance Antiphon or opening hymn begins, they process in at a slow, dignified pace. All split and 

line up along the front step, leaving a place for the priest at the middle, genuflect with the priest 

when he arrives at the step (those who are carrying something, however, do not genuflect), and go 

to their places (the crucifer first goes to the stand and sets down the processional cross). 

[[ Torch bearers line up along the front pews on either side. After the genuflection, they return to 

the sacristy to set down their torches and then return and fill in their pew. ]] 

[ The thurifer stands at the ready to the left of the altar, hands the boat to the deacon or priest, 

opens the thurible, waits for the priest to bless the incense, closes the thurible, and trades the 

thurible for the boat. When he bows to incense the altar cross, all servers at the altar should bow 

with him, turning to face the cross if necessary. After the priest incenses the altar, the thurifer takes 

both thurible and boat to the stand. ] 

As the Gloria ends (at the words “...with the Holy Spirit...”), the book bearer brings the presider’s 

missal to the priest, open to the prayers of the day, so that it is already in front of the priest when 

he says “Let us pray.” 

 

Liturgy of the Word 

 

Be attentive to the readings and respond to the Responsorial Psalm. 

[ At the Gloria, the thurifer goes to the priest, helping him to impose incense as before. Meanwhile, 

the servers take up their candles. The thurifer and servers then line up in front of the altar, leaving 

space in front of them, and wait until the deacon or priest bows to the altar. They then lead him to 

the ambo. The thurifer stands behind the ambo while the servers stand on either side with their 

candles until the Gospel is over. At the start of the Gospel, the deacon or priest will incense the 

book of the Gospels and then return the thurible. Remain for the Gospel. At the end of the 

Gospel, servers return to their seats while the thurifer goes to the sacristy and adds a piece of 

charcoal to the thurible, returning before the end of the homily. ] 
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Preparation of the Gifts 

 

At the end of the Intercessions, the servers bring the main chalice and paten to the altar, along with 

any additional ciboria, side chalices, and purificators. They then walk to the back of the church 

with the processional candles. When the collection is finished, they will lead the gifts in procession 

to the priest at the front of the altar, set down their candles, and return to receive the gifts 

(paten/ciborium, water and wine to the priest; collection basket under or beside the credence table). 

The server with the cruets should remove the caps at the credence table before bringing them to 

the altar, handles facing out toward the priest. 

After bringing the gifts, the servers bring the lavabo ewer, bowl, and towel to the priest. 

[ As the servers bring the lavabo, the thurifer also brings the thurible and boat. After the priest 

prays In spiritu humilitatis (the quiet prayer while he is bowing at the altar), he will impose incense. 

All servers at the altar step aside as he incenses the altar. As before, when he bows to incense the 

altar cross, all servers at the altar should bow with him, turning to face the cross if necessary. If a 

deacon is present, he may incense the priest and people afterward. In either case, when the 

thurible is returned, it is put away and the lavabo continues as usual. ] 

The priest will wash his hands and the servers return to their places. 

 

Preface and Eucharistic Prayer 

 

All servers kneel during the Eucharistic Prayer with the people. At no point should they be 

standing while the people are kneeling. 

[ As the priest begins the Preface Dialogue (“The Lord be with you...”), the thurifer takes the 

thurible, servers take their candles (if no torch bearers are present), and all wait for the Sanctus 

(Holy, Holy, Holy) to begin. As the congregation begins to sing, these three descend along the side 

of the sanctuary and walk in a line to the front of the altar, kneeling on the first step of the 

sanctuary. At the Great Amen, they rise with the congregation and return to their places in the 

same way. ] 

[[ Torch bearers take torches during the Preface Dialogue and line up inside the doors to the 

sacristy. The thurifer then joins them, leading them to the front step as the Sanctus begins. All 

kneel during the Eucharistic prayer, with equal number of torch bearers on either side of the 

thurifer. Torches are rested on the second step while kneeling. All return to their places at the 

Great Amen. ]] 

The MC (or, if no MC, a server) rings the bells at the Epiclesis and at each Elevation. 
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Communion 

 

After the Priest has received the Precious Blood, and as the extraordinary ministers of Holy 

Communion arrive at the sanctuary, all stand, take a Communion paten (unless all are already 

taken), and line up to receive Communion. The first server to receive Communion follows the 

priest as he distributes to the extraordinary ministers (and to servers without a paten, if any). Each 

server with a paten follows one person distributing the Body of Christ. Any servers who are not 

needed during distribution return to kneel at their places. 

After Holy Communion, all return the Communion patens to the credence table and wait to hand 

them directly to the priest or deacon. After this, the servers return the sacred vessels from the altar 

to the credence table, careful to hold them level so that no particles are dropped. All are seated.  

The book bearer now prepares the presider’s missal. As soon as the priest stands, the book bearer 

brings the missal to him for the Prayer after Communion. 

 

Concluding Rites 

 

As the final hymn begins, the [ thurible, ] processional cross [[ , torches, ]] and processional 

candles are retrieved and, as the priest goes to kiss the altar, all line up along the front step as 

before, facing the altar.  After the priest joins the line, those who are not carrying anything 

genuflect with him, then all turn and process back to the Sacristy. 

 

 

  
 

 

 

Inclusion of Novices on Sundays 

 

Novices will be signed up to serve at Sunday Masses. Their primary purpose is simply to learn how 

to serve the Mass. More experienced servers should help the novices by teaching them, as they can, 

what they need to know about serving: before and after Mass especially, but also during Mass in a 

discrete way—primarily by example. 

When novices are present, the Servers may assign them tasks according to what the novices are 

prepared to do. In general, novices will be asked to carry the processional candles and will sit next 

to the servers.  
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DETAILED INSTRUCTIONS: WEEKDAYS AND RITUALS 
 

 

Weekday Masses 
 

On weekdays, three servers are signed up, although it is possible for there to be only two. For the 

most part, they have the same responsibilities as the servers on Sundays or Solemnities, subtracting 

the items in brackets. Rather than detailing these responsibilities, the aspects which are different 

from Sundays and Solemnities are explained below: 

 

The procession begins at the sacristy rather than at the back of church, going straight either to the 

foot of the altar or between the altar and tabernacle. Before the procession leaves the sacristy, a 

server rings the sanctuary bells before leaving the sacristy. 

The book is brought to the priest as the Kyrie is ending. 

There is no procession for the gifts—they are brought directly from the credence table immediately 

after the sacred vessels are brought to the altar. 

The procession back to the sacristy is direct, as at the beginning. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Inclusion of Novices at Weekdays 

 

Novices will not be assigned to weekday Masses. Even so, as long as they are dressed correctly and 

come in time to adequately prepare, they may also vest and serve Mass on a first come, first serve 

basis (pun intended). 

 

Novices at weekday Masses will primarily observe, but may also be asked to take up small tasks.  
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Wedding Masses 

 

Weddings are served as a usual Sunday Mass would be, with some changes. If only two servers are 

present, both carry candles in and one of them takes the role of book bearer, as in weekday Mass. 

Depending on how the couple choose to process, it is likely that the servers and priest will process 

directly from the sacristy as in weekday Mass. It is possible that they will process from the back, 

however. 

After the homily, the priest invites the bride and groom forward. The book bearer brings the ritual 

book to him. A server brings the aspersorium and aspergillum and stands to the other side of the 

priest. After the rite is concluded with the exchange of rings, the book bearer and server return to 

their places. 

The newly married couple will receive Holy Communion before the servers (and before the 

extraordinary ministers). 

After the bridal party has processed out, the priest and servers will process out directly to the 

sacristy as in weekday Mass. 

 

Funeral Masses 
 

Funerals are served as a usual Sunday Mass would be, with some changes. There must always be a 

thurifer, although incense is not usually processed in or used at other usual times. If there are only 

two altar servers, one acts as crucifer and book bearer, the other as thurifer and server.  

Before Mass begins, ensure that, along with the altar candles, the paschal candle is also lit. It 

should at the front and center of the sanctuary. 

At the back of the church, the book bearer carries the aspersorium with the aspergillum. The 

crucifer leads the procession very slowly. When the procession reaches the front, the servers stand 

facing the congregation near the priest, who will pray over and sprinkle the casket. The family will 

help cover the casket with a pall and the priest and servers will then go into the sanctuary as usual. 

When the servers go to their places, the book bearer sets down the aspersorium and immediately 

goes to hold the ritual book for the priest. 

The remainder of the Mass is as normal, until the end. 

After the Prayer after Communion (and the words of remembrance, if there are any), the crucifer 

retrieves the processional cross and the thurifer retrieves the thurible and boat. The book bearer 

holds the ritual book (or the priest holds it himself if there are only two servers). They meet the 

priest at the foot of the altar in front of the casket. If there are other servers, they also bring the 

processional candles. The crucifer stands at the opposite end of the casket, facing the altar. If there 

are additional servers with candles, they stand beside the crucifer. The priest will offer a prayer, 

impose incense, and incense the casket. 

The thurifer will then line up behind the crucifer so as to lead the procession out. The priest says 

the Final Commendation and takes his place for the procession as the casket is turned for the 

procession out. When all are ready, any server who is not carrying anything genuflects with the 

priest, and the procession out begins—again, very slowly. In the vestibule, all servers split and make 

way for the casket to pass through. After the family has passed through, they return in silence to the 

sacristy.  
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DETAILED INSTRUCTIONS: EXPOSITION AND BENEDICTION 
 

 

Exposition 

 

Solemn exposition can take place with one or two servers. One server carries both thurible and 

boat; two servers carry the thurible and boat separately. 

When all are ready, the server(s) lead the presider out to the front of the altar, at the first step of 

the sanctuary. All genuflect with the presider, then remain standing as he enters the sanctuary. The 

servers kneel on the first step as he opens the tabernacle doors, leaving space for him at the center. 

When the presider returns, he will kneel, impose incense, and take the thurible (if he wishes to do 

so standing, the server(s) will stand at his indication). As the O Salutaris is sung, the presider will 

incense the Blessed Sacrament and return the thurible. When the presider stands, all stand, and 

the server(s) lead him back to the sacristy or, if they will stay in adoration, to the chairs. If it is a 

holy hour, and the server(s) will stay the whole time, the thurifer should bring the thurible back to 

the sacristy fifteen minutes before Benediction in order to add another coal. The thurifer then 

returns to the chair until Benediction. 

 

 

Benediction 

 

Benediction takes place with two servers. The servers should ensure that the bells and humeral veil 

are set out before beginning. One server carries the thurible and boat. All process out as before, 

genuflect, and kneel with the presider. As the Tantum Ergo is sung, the presider imposes incense. 

A slight bow is appropriate when the presider bows before and after incensing the Blessed 

Sacrament. After this, he returns the thurible. 

The presider stands and says: “You have given them bread from heaven.” All reply: “Having all 

sweetness within it.” He then says a prayer. 

As the presider begins this prayer, the second server takes the humeral veil, finds the clasps, and 

holds it ready. As the presider finishes the prayer, the server approaches behind him and places 

the humeral veil over his shoulders (usually the presider will kneel in order to make this easier).  

The presider stands up, at which point the thurifer also stands so that all are standing. When the 

presider genuflects, all genuflect, and as he goes to the altar, the thurifer steps over to the central 

position and both servers kneel again. As the people are blessed with the sign of the cross, the 

thurifer incenses in three sets of three swings each. The other server, meanwhile, rings the bells in 

three sets of three. Each set of swings/rings occurs about when the monstrance passes the middle 

of the sign of the cross which the presider is making. 

After this, the presider returns, and the server takes the humeral veil back from him, placing it 

carefully in its previous place. The presider will lead the divine praises, after which the servers 

remain kneeling as he goes back to the altar and reposes the Blessed Sacrament. As soon as the 

tabernacle door is shut, both servers stand and wait for the presider to rejoin them. When he has, 

they genuflect with him and then lead him back to the sacristy. 
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LITURGICAL CALENDAR 
 

The secular calendar is focused on the cycle of the sun as well as, to some degree, the cycles of the 

moon and the weather of each season. The liturgical calendar, on the other hand, focuses on the 

life of Christ. It follows the secular calendar in that it repeats each year, but its centers of focus are 

the liturgical seasons and the great solemnities, especially of Christmas, Easter, and Pentecost. 

Following this calendar reminds us that God works in and through time and history, and that there 

is a time to every purpose—joy and sorrow, praise and petition, feasting and fasting.  

 

There are five liturgical seasons, each conveying certain themes and events in the life of Christ. 

Corresponding to these themes, each season also has its own liturgical color. They are listed here 

in order (the liturgical year begins on the first Sunday of Advent) with some details on each. 

 

Advent: Advent begins on the Sunday on or closest to November 30, and ends on Christmas Eve. 

It is a time in which we prepare ourselves: (1) to worthily celebrate the anniversary of our Lord’s 

birth, so that we might also be prepared for (2) His coming into our souls in Holy Communion 

and for (3) His final coming at the end of time. These three themes run throughout the readings, 

antiphons, and music of Advent. There is a focus on John the Baptist, for example, who prepared 

the way of the Lord for the Israelite people. In John’s preaching, as elsewhere, we come to 

understand that preparing ourselves for the Lord involves sorrow and penance for our previous 

sins—it involves conversion. Thus: 

The color prescribed for Advent is violet (or purple), which symbolizes penance. 
Christmas: Christmas begins with the Vigil Mass (or Midnight Mass) on Christmas Eve, and ends 

on the feast of the Baptism of the Lord. Christmas itself is celebrated as an octave—eight full days 

of solemnity. The days of Christmas are days of joy in the Church, and should be celebrated in 

churches and at home with festivity, adornments, and so on. 

The color for the Christmas season is white, which symbolizes joy. 
Lent: Lent begins on Ash Wednesday, which is always forty-six days before Easter Sunday (giving a 

total of forty week days) and ends on Holy Saturday. It is a penitential time with a focus on fasting, 

prayer, and almsgiving in preparation for entering into the mystery of Christ’s Passion, Death, and 

Resurrection. The season culminates in Holy Week, the most solemn week of the liturgical year, 

which gives way to the celebration of Easter. 

The color for Lent is violet (or purple), as during Advent. 
Easter: Easter begins on the Easter Vigil—the most solemn celebration of the liturgical year—and 

ends with Pentecost, the fiftieth day of the season. The date of Easter itself varies, based primarily 

on when the feast of Passover would be each year. Like Christmas, Easter itself is celebrated as an 

octave, ending on Divine Mercy Sunday. The whole season is a season of joy and festivity. 

Alleluias are often appended to prayers and songs in this season. 

The color for Easter is white, as during Christmas. 
Ordinary Time: Ordinary time is so called because it follows an ordinal sequence, that is, the 

weeks of this time are numbered (from the first to the thirty-fourth weeks). During this time, the 

liturgy traces, in sequence, the public life of Christ on earth—which is to say, the time between His 

Baptism and His Passion. This is a time of growth, of learning from the teaching of Christ. Its goal 

is towards the establishment of the kingdom of God in our hearts and in our world. Thus, it aptly 

culminates in the feast of Christ the King. 

The color for ordinary time is green, which, in reference to new growth, symbolizes life and hope. 
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Throughout the liturgical year, many feast days are celebrated to commemorate various saints, 

events in the life of Christ and of Mary, the establishment of certain cathedrals, and so on. These 

days punctuate the year with their own images, traditions, and themes and are meant to become 

memorable occasions that we can draw fruit from each year. They are ranked according to their 

importance—these rankings are explained below. Note that “feast” or “feast day” can refer to any of 

these ranks, but is also a specific category within the ranking. 

 

Solemnities:  

The most important of feasts, the greatest of which are Christmas, Easter, Pentecost, and Epiphany. 

Most have to do with the life of Christ, although there are also solemnities for Mary, one for St. 

Joseph, one for saints Peter and Paul, and one for All Saints. Solemnities are celebrated, as much 

as possible, with additional servers, with more singing of the parts of the Mass, and with greater 

decoration than all other days. The Gloria and the Credo are always sung or said on solemnities. 

There are three readings, as on a Sunday. 

Feasts:  

Feasts fall below solemnities, but are still of great importance. These include events in the life of 

Christ, titles of Mary and Joseph, and a variety of important saints—especially the apostles and 

others who knew Christ directly. The Gloria is always sung or said on feasts. 

Memorials:  

Memorials are much more common throughout the year. Many of them are feasts of the saints. 

These feasts have their own proper prayers which focus on the theme of the feast, but are not 

necessarily celebrated with any more solemnity than other days of the year. Memorials may be 

obligatory, meaning that the proper prayers must be used, or optional, meaning that the prayers of 

the day may be used instead. 

 

 

It should also be noted that each feast has its own prescribed color, which supersedes the color of 

the liturgical season. All liturgical colors, with their various meanings and the days on which they 

are used, are listed below: 

 

Violet: Symbolizes penance, as well as humility and contrition. 
Used during the seasons of Advent and Lent; may be used at Masses for the dead. 

White: Symbolizes joy, as well as light, purity, innocence, triumph, and glory. 
Used during the seasons of Christmas and Easter, on feasts of the Lord (except His Passion), feasts 

of Mary, feasts of saints who are not martyrs, and wedding Masses. May be used at Masses for the 

dead, especially if the deceased is a baptized child who died before the age of reason, since the 

souls of these children are undoubtedly in heaven. 

Green: Symbolizes eternal life and hope, as well as the Holy Spirit. 

Used during Ordinary Time. 

Red: Symbolizes the Passion, blood, fire, and the love of God. 

Used on feasts of the Lord’s Passion and Cross, feasts of martyrs, Palm Sunday, and Pentecost. 

Black: Symbolizes mourning and sorrow. 
Used on All Souls Day and at Masses for the dead. 

Rose: Symbolizes joy. 
Used on Gaudete Sunday (third Sunday of Advent) and Laetare Sunday (fourth Sunday of Lent). 

Silver/Gold: Denote particularly solemn feasts or events. 
Can replace white, red, or green, especially on solemnities.  



46 

 

VESTMENTS 

 
Cassock:  

An ankle-length garment, the standard 

clerical attire of the Church. It is also used by 

major seminarians and, at times, altar servers.  

 

Surplice:  

A loose-fitting white garment which goes over 

the cassock. It is, in a sense, a miniature alb. 

It may be worn for certain Sacraments, 

blessings, processions, and so on. Servers 

who wear cassocks also wear a surplice.  

 

Amice:  

A rectangular piece of white linen with two 

long ties. It is worn by the priest over the 

cassock around the neck. Originally, a similar 

cloth was worn under the helmet in battle. It 

symbolizes the “helmet of salvation” which 

the priest puts on in spiritual warfare. 

 

Alb:  

An ankle-length white garment which 

represents our new life in Christ through 

Baptism. It is worn by clergy under other 

vestments and may also be worn by lay 

ministers, including altar servers. 

 

Cincture:  

A long rope, tied around the waist over the 

alb. It symbolizes purity. 

 

Stole:  

A strip of material which lays over the 

shoulders of clergy. It symbolizes the office 

of the priest or deacon and is worn for the 

Mass as well as for each Sacrament and for 

blessings. 

 

Maniple:  

A band which is placed over the left arm 

worn only at Mass in the Extraordinary Form. 

It symbolizes the rope by which Christ was 

bound and led to His Passion. 

 

  

Server in cassock and surplice. Alb. 

Priest vesting in amice, alb, and cincture. 

Left to right: Amice, cincture, stole, and maniple. 
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Chasuble:  

This is the principal vestment of the Mass 

and is worn over all the others. It originated 

as normal Roman attire and derives its name 

from the word casula, or “little house.” It 

signifies charity, being the virtue which is put 

on over all others. The chasuble also 

reminds us that, when the priest offers the 

Mass, it is Christ Himself who is truly making 

the offering. The most common styles are 

Roman and Gothic. 

 

Dalmatic:  

The outermost vestment worn by a deacon. 

Because of its sleeves, the dalmatic looks like 

a cross when held open, signifying Christ’s 

Passion as well as the office of the deacon, 

who is ordained for self-giving service. 

 

Cope: 

Similar to a cape, the cope is a half-circle of 

fabric held together by a clasp. It is worn 

during liturgical or devotional celebrations 

other than the Mass. 

 

Humeral Veil: 

A long piece of fabric which is worn over the 

shoulders and can be used to cover, or veil, 

the priest’s hands. This is a reminder that the 

action which we are seeing (for example, 

Benediction) is the action of Christ. 

 

Biretta: 

A square cap made with three ridges at the 

top and a tuft in the middle. It is worn to 

begin and end the Extraordinary Form of the 

Mass, but can also be worn by priests more 

generally. 

 

Zucchetto: 

A skullcap worn by clergy—usually bishops. 

 

Mitre: 

The liturgical head-dress of bishops. It 

originated in the pope’s own head-dress, 

which was originally shaped like a helmet. 

Two lappets hang from the back.  

Gothic (left) and Roman (right) chasubles. 

Dalmatic. 

Cope. 

Humeral veil. 

Left to right: biretta, zucchetto, and mitre. 
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SACRED VESSELS AND OTHER LITURGICAL ITEMS 
 

Chalice:  

The sacred vessel used by the priest at Mass 

to hold the wine which at the consecration 

becomes the Blood of Christ. It is 

consecrated for this use and can never be 

used for anything else. In addition to the 

main chalice, there may also be various side 

chalices, which are usually of relatively simple 

design in comparison. 

 

Paten:  

The sacred vessel used by the priest at Mass 

to hold the bread which at the consecration 

becomes the Body of Christ. The thin paten 

which goes over the main chalice is called a 

Scale Paten, and is flat because it holds only 

the main host. There may also be other 

patens, usually shaped more like bowls, 

which hold additional hosts. 

 

Purificator: 

A small linen used to dry the chalice as it is 

used. Because it comes in contact with the 

Blood of Christ, it is always soaked before 

washing. The water in which it is soaked is 

then poured into the ground directly. 

 

Pall: 

A stiffened square linen used to cover the 

chalice or chalice and paten together. 

 

Chalice Veil: 

A veil used to cover the chalice and paten at 

Mass until the offertory and after 

Communion. 

 

Corporal: 

A white linen which is placed on the altar 

under the sacred vessels to collect any 

particles or drops of the Blessed Sacrament. 

It is soaked as just as purificators are. 

 

Burse: 

A folding square pocket used to carry the 

corporal. It is placed above the veiled chalice.  

Chalice (1) to which the purificator is added (2) over 

which the paten is placed with a host (3). 

Over the chalice and paten is placed the pall (4), and 

the whole set is covered with the chalice veil (5). 

Corporal (left) and burse (right). 
Purificator. 

The burse with the corporal inside is 

placed above the veiled chalice (6). 
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Ciborium: 

The sacred vessel in which the Blessed 

Sacrament is reserved for distribution of 

Holy Communion as well as for simple 

Adoration. It is kept in the tabernacle. It is 

sometimes shaped like a chalice, but is always 

covered. 

 

Monstrance: 

The vessel in which the Blessed Sacrament is 

placed for solemn periods of Adoration and 

for some processions. It allows the Eucharist 

to be seen in order to help us adore. 

 

Pyx: 

A small round metal vessel in which the 

Blessed Sacrament is carried, especially to 

the sick. A larger pyx with a base, which 

allows it to stand, is sometimes used to hold 

the lunette and host used for Adoration. 

 

Communion Burse: 

A small pouch in which a pyx may be carried 

in order to bring communion to the sick. It 

may be hung at the neck so that the Blessed 

Sacrament rests over the heart. 

 

Lunette: 

A small, crescent-shaped clip of gold which 

holds the Blessed Sacrament in the 

monstrance. Sometimes it is enclosed in glass.  

 

Communion Paten: 

Also simply referred to as a paten, it 

resembles a scale paten with a handle. It is 

used by altar servers during the distribution 

of Communion to make sure that the 

Eucharist never falls to the ground. 

 

Ablution Bowl: 

A small bowl of water used to purify fingers 

after distributing Communion. The water 

dissolves any particles of the Eucharist, after 

which the Lord is no longer present in those 

particles and the remaining water may be 

poured into the sacrarium in the sacristy.  

Ciborium. 

Monstrance. 

Pyx and standing pyx. 

Communion 

burse. 

Communion paten. 

Ablution bowl. 
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Cruets: 

Containers, usually of glass or crystal, used to 

carry water and wine. 

 

Lavabo Set: 

This set consists of a ewer, bowl, and towel. 

It is used to wash the priest’s hands during 

the Mass. 

 

Missal and Missal Stand: 

The Roman Missal is the book used for the 

prayers of the Mass. The missal stand holds 

the Missal at the altar so that the priest can 

more easily read from it. It can be raised or 

lowered using the small lever hand under the 

flat surface of the stand. 

 

Sanctus Bells: 

A set of bells connected to a handle which is 

rung at the Epiclesis and the elevations. On 

certain special occasions, they are rung at 

other times as well. 

 

Sanctuary Bells: 

A set of bells attached to the wall, rung by a 

string to alert the congregation that Mass is 

about to begin. 

 

Thurible: 

A censer in two parts, held together on a 

chain (or multiple chains) so that it can be 

opened as well as swung. It is used to hold 

charcoal on which is placed incense. 

 

Boat: 

A lidded vessel which holds incense. It will 

have a spoon inside for imposing incense. 

 

Aspersorium: 

A container which holds holy water. It has a 

handle for carrying. 

 

Aspergillum: 

A perforated ball at the end of a small handle 

used for sprinkling with holy water. 

 

  

Cruets (above) and 

Lavabo set (right). 

Missal 

Stand. 

Sanctuary bells (left) and 

Sanctus bells (below). 

Thurible (left) 

and Boat (right). 

Aspersorium. 

Aspergillum. 
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Processional Candles: 

Candles on ornamented candlesticks carried 

by servers for various processions during the 

Mass. 

 

Torches: 

Candles which are contained in glass and 

mounted on longer poles, used at solemn 

Masses and during some processions. 

 

Candelabra: 

A large, branched candlestick holding three, 

five, or seven candles. Most often used for 

Adoration. 

 

Sanctuary Lamp: 

A candle which is usually red, placed near 

the tabernacle, signifying the Real Presence 

of Christ within. 

 

Paschal Candle: 

A large candle, made primarily if not entirely 

of beeswax, which signifies Christ. A new one 

is lit each year at Easter and is used 

throughout the year at Baptisms and Funerals. 

It is ideal that all flames in the church 

throughout the year be taken from the 

Paschal Candle flame—which is kept burning 

by passing it on to the sanctuary lamp. 

 

Candle Lighter/Snuffer: 

A metal implement which carries a wax taper 

for lighting candles as well as a snuffer at one 

end for putting them out. It is always used for 

lighting or extinguishing candles in the 

church. 

 

Processional Cross: 

A small, decorated cross on a pole which is 

carried in processions. 

 

Thurible Stand: 

A stand which holds both the thurible and 

the boat for ease of access. 

 

  

Processional candlestick (left) 

and torch (right). 
Candelabra. 

Sanctuary lamp (above) and 

Paschal Candle (right). 
Candle 

lighter/snuffer. 

Processional cross 

(left)  

and  

Thurible stand 

(right). 
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Crozier: 

A long staff, usually having a curved head, 

used by the bishop. It signifies his role as 

chief shepherd of the local Church. During 

Mass, a server will hold the crozier when the 

bishop is not using it. 

 

Oil stocks: 

Small metal cylinders in which holy oils are 

kept for various sacraments. There is usually 

a piece of cotton inside which is soaked with 

the oil. There are three types of oil:  

 Oil of Catechumens  

(Oleum Sanctorum, O.S.) 

 Oil of the Sick 

(Oleum Infirmorum, O.I.) 

 Sacred Chrism 

(Sacrum Chrisma, S.C.) 

 

Baptismal Shell: 

A shell or shell-shaped vessel used to pour 

water during Baptism. The lines of the 

scallop shell lead to one point, at which is 

often placed a cross, representing the 

pilgrimage of life which leads us to God. 

 

Baptismal Garment: 

A white garment representing new life in 

Christ, used at Baptism.  

 

Baptismal Candle: 

A candle representing the light of Christ 

which is given to each Baptized person. It is 

lit from the Paschal Candle during a Baptism. 

 

Funeral Pall: 

A cloth which covers the casket at a funeral. 

It is placed over the casket for the duration of 

the Mass or rite. 

 

Casket or Coffin: 

A long box in which the corpse is placed 

during funeral rites and for burial. 

 

Canopy: 

A covering mounted on poles used for 

processions. 

Mitre and Crozier of a bishop. 

Oil stock 

(for the Oil of the Sick). 

Baptismal shell (left) and  

Baptismal garment (right). 

Funeral pall covering a casket. 

Canopy. 
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THE CHURCH AND ITS FURNISHINGS 
 

Nave: The area of the Church reserved for the people. The pews are in this area. 

 

Sanctuary: The raised area of the Church specifically reserved for sacred use. The altar, ambo, and 

tabernacle are within the sanctuary. It is preferable never to enter the sanctuary except when 

serving at the Mass or if otherwise necessary. 

 

Baptistery: The area of the church in which the Baptismal font is kept. Traditionally, it is at the 

entrance of the church, symbolizing the fact that Baptism is the entrance through which we come 

into the life of the Church. It may, however, be in other locations as well. 

 

Sacristy: A room adjoining the church in which liturgical vestments and items are kept. This is 

where the priest and altar servers prepare for Mass. In some churches, there can be multiple 

sacristies. If so, the one in which the priest vests is the main sacristy or priest’s sacristy, where the 

majority of items for the Mass will be found, while the second sacristy is generally reserved for 

servers and is called the servers’ sacristy. 

 

Vestibule: The area inside the outer doors but before the entrance to the church itself, which gives 

people a place to hold conversation without distracting anybody who may be at prayer within the 

church. 

 

Altar: A consecrated stone table (or of other suitable material) on which the Sacrifice of the Mass is 

offered. It is the central architectural element toward which everything else should lead our eyes. 

In some churches, there is a high altar in the back of the sanctuary and a low altar at the center. 

 

Tabernacle: A locked case plated in precious metal in which the Blessed Sacrament is reserved. 

 

Reredos: A tall structure which surrounds and ornaments the high altar. It is often made of wood 

and has niches for statues as well as for the altar cross. 

 

Ambo: The elevated desk or pulpit from which the readings are proclaimed. In Latin, ambo 

means “both,” referring to the fact that the first reading(s) and the Gospel are both read from this 

one place. 

 

Credence Table: The table on which items are set for the Mass from which servers may bring 

them to the altar. 

 

Baptismal Font: A decorated bowl or font containing the water with which Baptism is administered. 

 

Sacrarium: A special sink which goes directly into the ground rather than into the sewer system. 

When corporals or purificators are soaked in water or when the ablution bowl must be cleared, the 

water from this must be poured into the sacrarium. The Blood of Christ is never, under any 

circumstances, poured into the sacrarium, nor is any water used in the purification of sacred 

vessels. 
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GUIDE FOR EXAMINATIONS 
 

These examinations may be taken at any time, by arranging with an adult volunteer to meet 

(generally after a weekend Mass) in the sacristy. Parents or a second volunteer must also be present. 

The list of adult volunteers is kept in the Altar Server binder in each sacristy as well as on the 

parish website.  

 

The questions for each examination are given verbally and you must show clear knowledge of what 

is being asked. Having completed an examination successfully, make sure that the adult volunteer 

signs your progress sheet to verify its completion. 

 

 

Study guides: 

 

Basic Examination 

 

Know who the patron saints of altar servers are (pp.10-13). 

Define the most common terms from the visual dictionary (pp.46-52). 

Find, in the sacristy, sacred vessels and other items used at Mass. 

Demonstrate proper posture for a server (pp. 26-27). 

Know by memory the responses to the prayers before and after Mass (pp. 18-19). 

Know by memory the St. Michael prayer (p. 19). 

 

 

Advanced Examination 

 

Be able to define all terms from the visual dictionary (pp. 46-52). 

Answer questions such as: 

In what order do servers process for Mass? 

Describe the five liturgical seasons and their corresponding colors. 

What are the four Gospels? 

When is the Gloria sung (or said): memorials, feasts, solemnities? 

How many readings are there on a solemnity? 

When do servers begin to set up the altar? 

When does the book bearer bring the Missal to the priest for the Collect? 

What is the Ordinary of the Mass?  

What are the Propers? 

Be able to find in the Missal: 

A Collect for a particular season or saint. 

A Preface for a particular season or saint. 

The Eucharistic Prayers. 

A Votive Mass. 

Demonstrate opening, closing and swinging the thurible. 

Know by memory the Ordinary of the Mass (p. 20). 

 

 


