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1 INFORMATION ABOUT ALTAR SERVERS 

1.1 GENERAL INFORMATION 
Altar Servers have a very special ministry (special work for the Church). They assist the priest in the 

preparation and celebration of the mass. 

This is best described in Pope Benedict XVI address to altar servers. 

ά5ŜŀǊ !ƭǘŀǊ {ŜǊǾŜǊǎΣ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜΣ ƛƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŀǇƻǎǘƭŜǎ ƻŦ WŜǎǳǎΗ ²ƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ǘŀƪŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƛƴ 

the Liturgy by carrying out your altar service, you offer a witness to all.  

Your absorption, the devotion that wells up from your heart and is expressed in 

gestures, in song, in the responses: if you do it correctly and not absent-mindedly, 

then in a certain way your witness is one that moves people. 

The Eucharist is the source and summit of the bond of friendship with Jesus. You are 

very close to Jesus in the Eucharist, and this is the most important sign of his 

ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎƘƛǇ ŦƻǊ ŜŀŎƘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǳǎΦ 5ƻ ƴƻǘ ŦƻǊƎŜǘ ƛǘΦέ 

 -excerpt from Pope Benedict XVI, Address to Altar Servers, August 2, 2006 

Your role as an Altar Server puts you in a unique position within the celebration of the Eucharist. You 

assist the priest in the holy celebration of our Lords last supper. It is important to remember 

therefore that what you do is a payer and you are doing it for God’s Glory not for any praise or 

benefits to yourself. 

As an Altar Server, you will do things that others will never do. You will learn things that others will 

never know. You will see the Mass in ways that others may never see it. You will do it all for the 

Honor and Glory of God. 

Thank you for saying yes to Him, and welcome to Altar Service. 

1.2 PRESENTATION 
When serving at mass an Altar Server must always present himself or herself neatly as possible.  

1.2.1 Clothing 

¶ Neat casual attire must be worn. 

¶ Hair must be kept neat. If worn long, then it needs to be tied back away from the face and 

away from any naked flame. 

¶ Closed shoes are preferred. 

¶ Shorts or shorter skirts in the summer months is acceptable however an Alb of sufficient 

length needs to be worn (See Appendix A for more information). 

1.2.2 Jewelry 

Boys and girls can both wear jewelry however this must be kept to a minimum and not draw 

attention away from the mass (e.g. Large colourful earrings, bangles or necklaces are not to be worn. 

Small loop earrings, studs, simple bracelet or necklace is acceptable.)  
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1.3 CONDUCT ON THE ALTAR 
While on the altar the Altar Server will follow the following rules. 

¶ If you are not currently holding something while standing (e.g. candles, cross or book) you 

will have you hands held together in a prayerful and revenant manner. See images below 

 
Figure 1 - Preferred way to fold your 
hands while serving 

 
Figure 2 - Also acceptable way of 
folding hands 

 

¶ Altar Servers will not fidget or play with their Alb, Cinctures or anything else. 

¶ While sitting hands will be kept folded on their lap or rest on their knees. Again no fidgeting 

during this time. See image below 

 

Figure 3 - Correct way to be seated while serving. 

¶ Altar Servers will not “chat” to each other in a social manner. All talking should remain 

restricted to the jobs at hand. Remember you are in a church celebrating mass. 

¶ While saying the “Our Father” or any other prayer hands must be folded in the manner 

specified previous (see Figure 1 and Figure 2).  

N.B. Holding arms out to the side with palms spread in the manner of the priest has 

been adopted by many lay people. You are welcome to do this with your family, 

however while on the Sanctuary serving mass as an Altar Server hands will remain 

folded. 
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2 DUTIES OF THE ALTAR SERVER 

The Altar Server can fulfil many different duties while serving mass. Below are the most common. 

2.1 ORDINARY ROLES 

2.1.1 Cross Bearer 

This is the person responsible for carrying the processional cross during the entry procession as well 

as the exiting procession. N.B when there are insufficient Altar Servers the Acolyte will carry the 

cross. 

2.1.2 Candle Bearers 

Most commonly there are two Altar Servers that perform this task as a team. They carry the candles 

behind the cross during processions. They also carry the candles during the reading of the Gospel 

and during the Offertory procession. 

2.1.3 Assist with Water & Wine / Washing of Hands 

When the offertory has been brought up (i.e. the bread, water & wine is brought from the back of 

the church) the water and wine cruets are placed on the Credence Table. Altar Servers will assist by 

bringing the priest by bring the cruet of wine and the cruet of water to him so that he can fill the 

chalice in preparation for blessing 

They will then bring the priest a bowl with water and a towel so that the priest can purify his hands 

before the consecration. 

2.1.4 Book Bearer 

This Altar Server may be required to carry the Sacramentary (the red book) in procession. Most 

often however it is the duty of the Book Bearer to hold the book for the priest so that he is able to 

read the prayers and blessings. 

2.2 EXTRA ORDINARY ROLES 

2.2.1 Thurifer 

This Altar Server is responsible for carrying and using the thurible during special solemn masses. The 

thurible is used for incensing. 

2.2.2 Boat Bearer 

This Altar Server works with the Thurifer as a team. He or she is responsible for carrying the incense 

that the priest with use for placing into the thurible. 

2.2.3 Miter and Crosier Bearer  

These two roles are only ever used when a bishop is saying a full pontifical mass. The Miter is the 

large pointed “hat” that is worn by the bishop while the Crosier is the long shepherd staff that he 

carries in his hand. 
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3 ODER OF THE MASS 

There are four main parts to the Mass. These are 

¶ The Introductory Rites 

¶ The Liturgy of the Word 

¶ The Liturgy of the Eucharist 

¶ The Concluding Rites 

3.1 THE INTRODUCTORY RITES 
The Introductory Rites gather the community and allow the people to unite in mind, heart and spirit. 

¶ It begins with the Entrance Chant or Hymn. 

¶ It is followed by the Sign of the Cross and the Greeting. 

¶ Next is the Penitential Act (i.e. The “I confess to almighty God……”) 

¶ The Gloria is then said or sung. 

¶ The Opening Prayer is then said by the priest. 

3.2 THE LITURGY OF THE WORD 
God is revealed to us in the proclamation of the Holy Scriptures. We are seated as we listen to God’s 

word. We stand as we sing the acclamation before the Gospel. We are seated when we listen to the 

homily. We stand to profess our faith and respond with our prayers. 

¶ The First reading is read. 

¶ The Psalms are read and we join in the response 

¶ The Second reading is then read. 

¶ The Alleluia is said or sung (except during Lent). 

¶ The priest then reads the Gospel. 

¶ The priest will then do the Homily. 

¶ We are invited to join in The Profession of Faith. (St Helena uses the Apostles Creed). 

¶ The Prayers of the Faithful then follows. 

3.3 THE LITURGY OF THE EUCHARIST. 
We have gathered and have been challenged and formed by God’s word. We now focus our 

attention on the altar. We express our participation by making an offering, bringing forward the 

bread and wine and other gifts to relieve the needs of the Church and the poor. 

¶ We begin with “The Eucharistic Prayer” 

¶ This is followed by The Sanctus (i.e. “Holy Holy Holy Lord,God of Hosts….”) 

¶ We then say the Memorial Acclamation (i.e. The Mystery of Faith) 

¶ We then are invited to join in “The Lord’s Prayer” 

¶ The Sign of Peace follows. 

¶ Then there is the breaking of the bread performed by the priest. 

¶ After which we are invited to participate in the Communion Rite. 
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3.4 THE CONCLUDING RITES 
The Concluding Rites bring the Mass to a close telling us to go forth and continue God’s mission in 

the world. 

¶ At this point the priest may take the opportunity to make announcements 

¶ After this the final blessing is given. 

¶ Once the final blessing has concluded the exiting procession commences as the priest, 

deacon, acolytes and altar servers leave sanctuary and process out of the church. 
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4 INSTRUCTIONS ON SERVING THE MASS 

4.1 ENTRANCE PROCESSION 

4.1.1 Ordinary Mass 

For an ordinary mass, the procession order is always as follows: 

¶ Cross bearer first 

¶ Candle bears follow (side by side) 

¶ Any other Altar Servers present (Side by Side) 

¶ Acolytes 

¶ The Lector (person who will be doing the readings) 

¶ Deacons 

¶ Priests 

Cross 
Bearer 

First

Candle Bearers Second

Other Altar Servers or Acolytes

Lector

 

Figure 4-Procession order for ordinary mass 

4.1.2 Special Masses 

During a special mass there are often a few other duties that are included. In which case the follow 

order applies. 
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¶ Thurible  

¶ Boat bearer (single file) 

¶ Cross bearer 

¶ Candle bearers (side by side) 

¶ Book bearer (single file) 

¶ Any other Altar Servers present (side by side) 

¶ Acolytes 

¶ Lector (person doing the readings) 

¶ Deacons 

¶ Priests 

Cross 
Bearer 
Second 

(or 
third)

Candle Bearers Next

Book 
Bearer 
(If one)

Other Altar Servers or Acolytes

Thurifer First

Boat Bearer Second (if a separate 
person is used)

Lector

 

Figure 5 - Special Mass Procession Order 

Altar Servers will process to the sanctuary where the Cross bearer will head to the left and the other 

Altar Servers fan out left and right (depending on which side they are standing on) leaving enough 

room for the deacons and priests to stop and genuflect to the tabernacle situated behind the altar. 

Altar Servers not carrying anything also genuflect. Those carrying cross or candles simply bow. 
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The Cross bearer will then go onto the sanctuary and place the processional cross in its holding 

bracket against the wall. The Candle bearers will go together and place the candles on the Credence 

Table then head towards their seat. The Book bearer will go and stand ready for the opening prayer. 

Any other Altar servers will proceed directly to where they will be sitting. 

4.2 OPENING PRAYER 
The book should be taken to the priest who will be standing in front of the “Presiders Chair” (check 

appendix for definitions). 

The nominated Book bearer should always stand in front and to the left of the priest holding the 

book in such a way that the priest can be face on to the congregation when saying the Opening 

Prayer. 

 

Figure 6 - Correct way of holding the book 

 

4.3 THE GOSPEL PROCESSION 
During the Liturgy of the Word there will be two readings and psalms read out. At the end of the 

second reading the Alleluia will either be said or sung. At this point the following will occur. 

4.3.1 Ordinary Mass 

In the case of an ordinary mass the altar servers designated as the candle bearers will collect the 

candles and proceed together to the front of the altar and off the sanctuary. They will position 

themselves roughly in line with the candles on the altar. This will allow enough room for the pries to 

come down and stand between them. As one they will all bow to the altar. The altar server nearest 

the ambo (also referred to as the lectern) should lead the way followed by the priest and other altar 

server. Both Candle bearers should align themselves so that one is on each side of the ambo facing 

each other. They remain there until the priest concludes the Gospel reading at which point the 

candle bearers moving as one, return to the front of the altar, bow then return the candles to the 

credence table before going back to their seats for the homily. 
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4.3.2 Extra Ordinary Mass 

In the event of an Extra Ordinary Mass (such as during the Easter Triduum) the thurible may be used. 

In this case the Candle bearers will follow the same instructions as listed in section 4.3.1. 

However, as the Alleluia starts the Thurifer and the Boat bearer proceed to the “Presiders chair” and 

present the thurible to the priest. The Thurifer should open the censer (i.e. the thurible) and raise it 

so it is at a convenient height for the priest. The Boat bearer should always be on the left hand side 

of the Thurifer and should present the boat carrying the incense so it is easy for the priest to get 

access. The priest in his turn will put incense into the thurible and then bless it. 

The Thurifer and the Boat bearer should then both bow to the priest and also head to the front and 

center of the altar (remaining on the sanctuary). Priest and altar servers bow together and the 

Thurifer and Boat bearer should lead the Gospel procession to the ambo. 

Once the Candle bearers have taken their position and the priest has announced the gospel he will 

then take the thurible and incense the book. Once done he will hand it back to the Thurifer who will 

gently swing it while the gospel is read. At the end of the gospel, the Candle bearers will follow the 

instructions in section 4.3.1 while the Thurifer and the Boat bearer will return to preparation area 

behind the sanctuary (bowing to the altar as they cross it.) 

 

Figure 7 - Candle bearers and Thurifer 

4.4 PRESENTATION OF THE GIFTS 

4.4.1 Ordinary Mass 

At the end of the Prayers of the Faithful, as soon as the first collection begins or if there is singing 

then as soon as the singing begins, the Candle bearers will retrieve their candles from the Credence 

table, head down together to the front of the altar (off the sanctuary as with the gospel procession), 

facing the altar bow, then head down the back going via the center aisle of the church. 

There they will wait until the parishioners who have been asked to bring down the gifts of bread and 

the water and wine join them. 

While this is happening if there are any other altar servers still on the sanctuary, they will assist the 

acolyte or deacon with preparing the altar. 

When the priest stands and heads to the front of the altar on the sanctuary, the candle bearers will 

proceed the gifts down the aisle. Once they reach the front they should fan out to either side facing 
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the altar. Together they should bow before returning their candles to the credence table. If there are 

no other altar servers, they then wait for the deacon or acolyte who is receiving the gifts alongside 

the pries to return with the gift of the water and wine. 

Altar Servers will then take the water and wine to the priest. Once the priest has poured the wine 

and mixed a few drops of water into it he will return the “cruets” (refer to appendix for terms and 

definitions) to the Altar servers. Together they bow and return the cruets to the credence table. At 

this point one of the altar servers will get the bowel of water while the other will take the small 

white towel. They will then present this to the priest who will use it to symbolically wash his hands. 

Altar Servers now retire to the far end of the sanctuary clearing the area around the altar so that 

only the priests and deacons are now the main focus. 

 

Figure 8 - Cruets of Water and Wine 

4.4.2 Extra Ordinary Mass 

During Extra Ordinary Masses all parts are followed as per section 4.4.1 with the added exception of 

the thurible. 

Once the water and wine have been presented to the priest the Thurifer and Boat bearer approach 

the altar and present the thurible to the priest. They will then put incense into the thurible and bless 

it. The Thurifer will then present the thurible to the priest then he and the Boat bearer will step 

back. 

The priest will incense the gifts on the altar and then proceed to incense around the altar, stopping 

to incense the cross with the statue of the risen Lord directly behind the altar. 

When he returns the thurible will be handed back to the Thurifer. He or she will then incense the 

priest using three “double” swings. When the Thurifer has completed this he or she will bow to the 

priest then repeat this again for the co-celebrating priests. If no other priests are present, then the 

Thurifer will proceed to the front of the altar. There he/she will bow to the congregation (who 

should all be standing at this time). The Thurifer will then incense the assembly using a three 

“double” swings, one to the left of the church, one to the center, then one to the right. Once 

completed they will bow to the assembly again and return to the preparation room. 
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Figure 9 - Altar Server incensing the priest 

4.5 LITURGY OF THE EUCHARIST 

4.5.1 Ordinary Mass 

All Altar servers and Acolytes should now be positioned to the side of the sanctuary. During the 

Eucharist an Altar Server will be in charge of ringing the bells. 

The bells are rung at four points in the mass. 

1. When the priest spreads his hands over the gifts in blessing (this is a short burst of ringing) 

2. When the priest raises the Blessed Body up so the congregation can witness (this is a long 

burst of ringing) 

3. When the priest raises the Blessed Blood up so the congregation can witness (this is a long 

burst of ringing) 

4. The last one is when the priest drinks the Blessed Blood (another short burst of ringing). 

The bells are rung to bring the congregations focus on these important part of the Eucharist. 

 

Figure 10- Correct way to hold the bells 

4.5.2 Extra Ordinary Mass 

As with previous parts of this book, the parts outlined in the Ordinary Mass (section 4.5.1) are to be 

followed. However, there are some duties that need to be performed by the Thurifer, Boat bearer 

and the Candle bearers in an Extra Ordinary Mass. 

When the Sanctus begins (the Holy Holy Holy…...) the Altar servers are lead out of the preparation 

room at the back of the sanctuary in the following order; Thurifer, Boat bearer, Candle bearers. They 

should proceed in single file. 
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A short procession off the sanctuary using the side steps and then out to the front of the altar so 

that the Thurifer is directly center to the altar with the Boat bearer to his or her left. There should 

then be a Candle bearer on each side, one standing next to the Boat bearer the other next to the 

Thurifer. 

When the Sanctus is complete the Altar Servers as one should kneel (as will the rest of the 

congregation). 

When the priest lifts the Blessed Body and the bells begin to ring, the Thurifer should then incense 

the Blessed Body by using three “double” swings of the thurible. 

This is repeated again when the Blessed Blood is lifted. 

Finally, when both Body and Blood are raised and the priest begins the saying the concluding part of 

the Eucharistic prayer (Per Ipsum )  beginning with “Through Him, with Him and in Him…” the 

Thurifer begins incensing using “double swings” right until the end of the Great Amen (either said or 

sung). 

At this point all altar servers stand and bow to the altar. Lead by the Thurifer all proceed the way 

they came and return to the sanctuary, Thurifer heading towards the preparation room at the back 

to put the thurible away and the Candle bearers returning the candles to the Credence table and 

joining the others. 

 

Figure 11 - Incensing the Blessed Eucharist while bells are rung 

4.6 FINAL BLESSING AND LEAVING PROCESSION 
At the end of mass, the Book bearer will be needed to hold to book for the priest in the same way 

they held it for the priest during the Opening prayer (see section 3.1). 

Once all the notices are given and the priest issues the “Dismissal” and kisses the altar, the Cross 

bearer will have retrieved the processional cross from its bracket on the wall and the Candle bearers 

will have collected their candles from the Credence table. 

All altar servers, acolytes, deacons and priests will line up at the front of the altar and off from the 

sanctuary. The priest and anyone not carrying anything will genuflect to the tabernacle behind the 

altar. Those carrying something will simply bow. 

Lead by the Cross bearer everyone will process down the center aisle to the vestibule at the back of 

the church. 
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4.7 AFTER MASS CLEAN UP 
Once the celebration has been completed altar servers are expected to assist with the general tidy 

up. This includes  

1. Bringing the offertory collections to the preparation room at the back of the sanctuary. 

2. Clearing the credence table by bringing the cruets, chalices, ciborium’s and book to the back. 

3. Anything else that might need clearing. 

It is also expected that all altar servers hang there Albs up neatly and that all cinctures are also 

neatly hung up on the hooks.
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Appendix A TERMS AND MEANINGS 

Term Meaning Image 

Albs 

They are very much like robes. Some are 
simple white ones. 

Others are quite ornate. Some end at a collar 
while others have hoods attached to them 

 

Altar 
The table in the sanctuary at which the bread 
and wine are prepared and transformed into 

the Body and Blood of Christ. 
 

Ambo 
(Lectern/Pulpit

) 

The platform where the readings and homily 
take place. 

 

Aspergillum & 
Aspersorium 

The Aspergillum, or sprinkler, usually looks like 
a ball on a handle. The priest puts the 

Aspergillum in a container of Holy Water called 
an Aspersorium, so that water will get inside 

the Aspergillum through little holes. The priest 
then walks through the church and blesses 

everyone by sprinkling them using the 
Aspergillum. This is used on special 

celebrations. 
 

Baptismal Font 
A stand with a basin or pool containing water 

in the area of church where Baptism takes 
place. 

 

Bells Rung during the consecration of the Mass 

 

Book of 
Gospels 

The book which contains the Gospel readings 
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Chalice 
The metal cup (either gold or silver) used to 
hold the wine that will be consecrated and 

distributed to the assembly at Mass. 

 

Chasuble Colored vestment worn only by the priest 

 

Ciborium 
A metal container with a lid used to store 

consecrated hosts in the tabernacle 

 

Cinctures 

Cinctures are rope like braids used somewhat 
as a belt. 

The cinctures come in the colours associated 
with each of the seasons. 

Green - Ordinary Time 
Red - Holy Spirit and Martyrs 

White - Christmas, Easter, feast of Our Lady, 
Saints not Martyred 

Purple - Lent, Advent and sometimes funerals. 

 

Corporal 
The large, square white cloth which is placed 

on the altar underneath the chalice and platen 

 

Credence 
Table 

The table located to the left of the Altar, used 
to hold the pacificators, chalices, and other 
items needed for the celebration of Mass 

 

Cruets Water and wine containers 
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Finger Bowl 
and Towel 

Used for the rite before Eucharistic prayer 

 

Gift Table 
The table in the back of the center aisle where 

the bread and wine are placed before Mass 
begins. 

 

Lectionary 
The book which contains the Scripture 

readings. 

 

Monstrance 

The Monstrance looks like a sun burst with a 
glass center. The back of the Monstrance has a 
small door. The inside holds a glass container 
called the Luna. The priest puts a consecrated 

host in the Luna, and places the Luna in the 
Monstrance. The Monstrance is then placed on 

the Altar for Benediction or Exposition of the 
Blessed Sacrament 

 

Pall 
A piece of cardboard or plastic which is 

covered by linen and used to cover the chalice 

 

Paschal Candle 
The tall candle which is blessed and used 
during the Easter season, baptisms, and 

funerals. 

 

Paten 
The plate used to hold the large hosts which 
will become the consecrated body of Jesus. 

 

Presider’s 
Chair 

(Celebrant 
Chair) 

The chair in which the priest sits. 
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Processional 
Cross 

The cross carried in and out of the Mass 

 

Purificator 

A long narrow piece of folded linen cloth, 
which sometimes has a small cross sewn on. It 
is used by the priest and Eucharistic Minister to 

wipe the chalice after a person takes a drink 
from it.  

Sacramentary 
The book of prayers and instructions used by 

the priest during the liturgy 

 

Sacristy 
The room at the back of the church where the 

priests prepare for the Mass. 

 

Sanctuary 

The Sanctuary is located at the very front of 
the church. It is often raised and is where the 
altar, lectern, and priests reside (during the 

mass). Altar Servers and acolytes are also often 
present on the sanctuary at one time or 

another during the mass. 
 

Stole 
A long strip of cloth worn by the priest around 

his neck and shoulders 

 

Tabernacle 
The gold “safe” in which the Blessed 

Sacrament (Consecrated Host) is stored 
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Thurible and 
Boat 

The Thurible and boat are used together 
during special masses. A thurible is a metal 

censer suspended from chains, in which 
incense is burned during worship services. It 
contains burning coals over which incense is 

placed resulting in a fragrant smoke being 
released. The Boat is the vessel which contains 

the incense grains before it is put on the 
burning coals.  

Vestibule 
The back of the Church where the main 

entrance doors to the Church are located 

 
 


