
How to Serve at the Altar 

During Sunday Mass 
 

Before You Leave Home 

1. Wearing shorts and even a t-shirt is fine (the alb is meant to cover our street clothes).  The albs 

are a thin material, so be careful not to wear bright colors or t-shirts with bold logos. 

2. In wearing pants, please refrain from blue jeans (since the alb doesn’t cover the pants entirely) 

3. Put on a pair of good shoes, since these will be seen under the alb.  Black or brown shoes are 

good.  Plain tennis shoes are fine.  No “flip-flops,” or sandals, or “hot” colors (for example: “hot 

pink,” “hot yellow,” “hot blue,” etc.)   

Before The Mass 

1. In the Sacristy : a. Arrive at least 10 minutes before Mass. b. Sign your name in the 

Server Sign-In Binder, this lets others know you’re in the building. c. Put on an alb, 

cincture, and cross pendant. The knot of the cincture hangs down on your right.   Make 

sure the alb hangs straight (front and back).  The alb should go down to your ankles 

              The cincture color matches the color of the season 

Green = Ordinary Time 

 White = Easter, Christmas, other feasts 

 Red = Pentecost, other feasts 

 Violet = Advent, Lent 

(Look on the calendar in the sacristy to see which color to wear; always look at the Sunday 

color.) 

 d. Pray the “Prayers of Preparation” quietly 

      - Taking pride in being a server at the Altar of God begins with prayer and thanks 

      - Prayer is not optional; it’s what we’re here for. 

 

Saint Tarsicius [tar-SEE-chee-us] died in the year 255.  While taking Communion to 

imprisoned Christians, he was attacked.  Rather than allowed the Eucharist to be handed over, he 

protected the Body of Christ and was beaten to death.  St Tarsicius is the patron saint of Altar 

Servers. 

 

2. In the Church : a. The Altar and the Tabernacle.  When we approach or pass in front of the Altar, 

we bow (because the Altar represents both Christ and the Cross).  When we approach or pass in 



front of the Tabernacle, we genuflect (as a show of reverence and awe for Christ really present in 

the Eucharist).  We genuflect the first time we walk by, but Every time after, we bow.  Before Mass, 

if you pass between the Altar and Tabernacle, bow to the Tabernacle. 

b. In the Sanctuary : The Roman Missal: place on the table next to the priest’s chair.  Other 

books/binders: the Priest or Deacon will let you know if there are any to be put out.  Light all the 

candles in the sanctuary.  The Priest or Deacon will let you know if the Easter Candle needs to be 

lit.   

(If it is to be used at Mass) Prepare the Thurible -  *It takes 10 minutes for the charcoal to be ready, so 

plan ahead.  1. Open the Thurible and empty any ashes.  2. Place a charcoal in the tongs.  3. Light the 

charcoal; place it in the Thurible.  4. Bring the Thurible and Incense boat to the sacristy. 

 

3. In the Narthex (Gathering Space) : a. After you’ve vested, prayed, and prepared the sanctuary,     

remain in the Narthex.  b. Make sure you know which server duties you will be doing. 

      (Decide this among your fellow servers) 

  - If there are only two servers, the Cross Bearer and 

     Book Server responsibilities are combined. 
 

 c. You may visit with parishioners, if you like, or 

      you may stand somewhere by the font, ready to go. 

 

Three Server Duties 

1. The Cross Bearer 

 - Enters & exits with the Crucifix / Sits by the Credence Table 

 - Bring Holy Water to the Priest, if needed 

 - Prepare the Altar: Chalice/Paten/Purificators, 2 Wine Cups 

 - Brings water cruet to the Altar 

 - Assists with Preparation of the Priest (Hand-washing) 
 

2. The Book Server 

 - Sits by the Priest’s Chair / Holds the Missal for Father 

 - Help prepare the Altar: Missal & Stand, 1 Wine Cup 

 - Help receive the bread and wine from the people 

 - Removes the Missal and stand from the Altar 

 - Brings dish with pyxes down to the people 
 

3. The Bell Server 

 - Sits by the Bells / Rings bells during the Eucharist 

 - Help prepare the Altar: 2 Corporals, 2 Wine Cups 



 - Help receive the bread and wine from the people 

 - Assists with Preparation of the Priest (Hand-washing) 

 - Brings silver bowls and pyxes to the Altar 

 - Brings water cruet to Altar for purification 
 

   4. The Incense Server – only on special occasions] 

 - The sole responsibility of this server is to keep the charcoal  

    lit in the Thurible, and to bring the Thurible and incense to  

    the Priest or Deacon when needed. 

 

During the Mass 

     The Mass consists of: 

 - The Introductory Rites ........................................... iv 

 - The Liturgy of the Word ........................................  v 

 - [Other Sacraments and Blessings] .................... vi 

 - The Liturgy of the Eucharist ................................ vii 

 - The Concluding Rites .............................................. viii 
 

Introductory Rites 

The Introductory Rites include: 

 - Opening Procession 

 - Sign of the Cross and Greeting 

 - Penitential Rite 

 - The Gloria (when used) 

 - The Collect (or Opening Prayer) 
 

1. Order of Entrance Procession  

     (begin moving when the congregation starts singing) 

 a. Thurible/Incense (if used) 

 b. Cross Bearer/(Left) 

 c. Bell (left) and Book Server (right) 

 d. Lectors 

 e. Deacon (or lector) with the Book of the Gospels 

 f. Priest 
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2. Approach the Sanctuary steps: (See entrance map at end of instructions): 

Processing In we will no longer as a group stop at the first step. 

The cross bearer (a server or if there are only 2 servers, an usher) will proceed directly to put the 

cross on the stand and then go to their chair.   

• The two servers with candles, will pause at the step, head bow only, then place candles on 

the stands and proceed to their chairs. 

• The lectors, deacon and priest will follow in order to their places in the sanctuary. 

 

3. Cross Bearer – Put cross in its stand and go to your seat – see map. 

     Book Server – Go to your seat – see map 

     Bell Server – Go to your seat – see map 

 

4. A NOTE about the Altar and Tabernacle during Mass 

 - During Mass, the Tabernacle is reverenced only once,  

    by the Priest (and/or Deacon) after Communion 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Following the Opening Procession, stand attentively at your seats.  If Father or Deacon needs 

holy water, the Cross Bearer will know this ahead of time and will be ready with it. 

Incense Server: Bring the Thurible and Incense boat to Father (after Father reverences the 

Altar with a kiss).  Father will put incense in the Thurible.  The Server stands back.  After 

Father is finished, return the Thurible to the sacristy and go to your seat in the sanctuary. 

6. When the Priest says, “Let us pray,” the Book Server holds the Roman Missal for him.  All sit 

when the Collect is finished. 

A NOTE for the Book Server: When you bring the 

 Missal to the Priest, make sure the ribbons are facing  

 away from you, and that the book is flat.  This way, the  

 Priest can simply open it to the page he needs. 

 

 

 

 

During Mass, if you pass between the Altar and Tabernacle, 

bow to the altar.  (This is different than what we do before 

Mass has begun. 
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 * The Missal should look upside-down to you when  

 you present it to the priest. 

 

Shorter servers stand in front of the Priest and hold 

      the Missal against your chest. – see map for location 

Taller servers stand to the side of the Priest and hold 

      the Missal out for him. – see map for location. 

 

Liturgy of the Word 

The Liturgy of the Word includes: 

 - First Reading     (sit) 

 - Responsorial Psalm    (sit) 

 - Second Reading    (sit) 

 - Alleluia (or Gospel Acclamation)  (stand) 

 - Gospel Reading    (stand) 

 - The Homily     (sit) 

 - The Creed (Profession of Faith)  (stand) 

 - General Intercessions    (stand) 

 

1. All the Servers either sit or stand (as does the congregation). 

2. Be sure to be attentive to the readings from Scripture and to  

     set a good example for the people in church. 

3. If Incense is to be used, the Incense Server will bring the Thurible and Incense boat to the Priest 

immediately after the Second Reading (even if the Alleluia hasn’t been started yet).  

 While at his chair, Father puts incense into the Thurible.  Then the Incense Server goes to stand at 

the side of the Ambo (remember to bow to the Altar).  He waits there until the Deacon (or Priest) 

approaches the ambo.  When the Deacon (or Priest) needs the Thurible, he will take it from you. 

The Deacon (or Priest) will incense the Gospel Book, then hand the Thurible back.  The Incense 

Server stays in place and gently swings the Thurible back and forth until after the Gospel Reading; 

then he takes the Thurible and Incense boat back to the sacristy.  

 Another charcoal is lit and placed in the Thurible. 

Other Sacraments or Blessings 

Other sacraments, such as Baptism, Confirmation, Anointing of the Sick, and Marriage happen 

between the Liturgy of the Word and the Liturgy of the Eucharist.  These happen only 

occasionally. 



Depending on which Priest is present and which sacrament is celebrated, you may or may not 

have a role to play as an Altar Server.  If you are needed, the Priest and/or Deacon will instruct 

you ahead of time. 

The Liturgy of The Eurcharist 

The Liturgy of the Eucharist includes: 

 - Preparation of the Altar 

 - The Offertory 

 - [Incense, if used] 

 - Preparation of the Priest (Washing of the Hands) 

 - The Preface and Eucharistic Prayer 

 - The Communion Rite 

 - Purification of the Vessels 

 - The Prayer After Communion 

 

1. PREPARATION OF THE ALTAR 

After the General Intercessions are finished, the Altar is prepared by the servers and the Deacon (or 

Priest). The servers don’t place anything on the Altar itself.   

Instead, they give what they have to the Deacon (or Priest) at the Altar; he will place the items on 

the Altar. 

 - Bell Server brings: 

  - 2 large corporals, then 

  - 2 wine cups 

 - Cross Bearer brings: 

  - Chalice, with paten and purificators on top 

  - 2 wine cup (if there are any more left) 

 - Book Server brings: 

  - Roman Missal (with the book stand), then 

  - 1 wine cups 

After the Altar is prepared, the Deacon will remain standing at the Altar.  The servers may be 

seated—but be ready to stand up when the Priest stands up from his chair. 

 

  



2. THE OFFERTORY 

Once the Altar is prepared, the Book and Bell Servers should be ready to follow the Priest to the 

Sanctuary steps.  Stand on either side of him as the people bring the gifts forward. 

 - Father will give you either wine or hosts.  Hold onto 

    whatever he gives you.   

 - If he bows to the people, bow with him. 

 - When he turns to go up the steps, go ahead of him 

    to the Altar. 

While the Book and Bell servers follow the Priest, the Cross Bearer picks up the cruet of water 

from the Credence Table, and goes to stand at the side of the Altar. 

 

 

       When holding the wine or water cruets, hold them  

        so the handle is facing out.   

 

        This way, the Priest or Deacon 

        has something to grab onto. 

 

 - The bread: Hand this to the Deacon (or Priest) at  

    the Altar.  The Deacon will hand it to the Priest. 

         (If there are only 2 Servers, the server with the hosts 

         hands them to the Deacon, then picks up the water cruet from  

         the Credence Table, and brings it to the Altar) 
 

 - The wine: Hand this to the Deacon (or Priest) standing 

    at the Altar. 

 - The water: Have this ready to be used. 

 

The Deacon (or Priest) will hand the wine and water cruets back to you.  If he bows to you, bow to 

him.  Place the cruets on the Credence Table. 

3. INCENSE (if used) 

- The Incense Server brings the Thurible and Incense boat to    

   the Deacon (or Priest).   

- He hands the Incense boat to the Deacon (or Priest), then  

   opens the Thurible him/herself 

- The Priest puts incense in.   



- The Incense Server closes the Thurible, and hands it to the  

   Priest.   

- The Incense Server stands away from the Altar while the  

   Priest incenses the gifts and the Altar.   

- After the incensing is completed, the Incense Server takes  

   the Thurible back to the sacristy and hangs it on its stand.   

- The Server returns to the Sanctuary. 

- This is the last time incense is used during the Mass. 

 

4. PREPARATION OF THE PRIEST (Washing of the Hands) 

Bring these items to the Priest standing at the Altar 

 - Cross Bearer (or Book Server)  

  - Lavabo bowl 

  - Silver pitcher of water 

 - Bell Server  

  - Towel (unfolded and held between two hands) 

 - NOTE: If incense is used, wait until the Priest is 

    done incensing, then approach him with the water 

    pitcher, lavabo bowl, and towel. 

 

- After the Priest washes his hands, he may bow to  

    you.  If he does, bow to him. 

 - Return the water pitcher, lavabo bowl, and towel 

    to the Credence Table. 

 - Servers stand together by the chairs with the kneeler. 

 

5. PREFACE and EUCHARISTIC PRAYER 

 - Join in the congregational responses. 

 - Sing the “Holy, Holy, Holy . . .” 

 - Then kneel (when the congregation kneels) 

 - Bell Server 

  - The Priest will make two gestures over 

     the bread and wine with his hands: 
 

   - The Sign of the Cross, or 

   - He holds his hands flat over them 
 

  - Do not ring the bells when he makes the  Sign of the Cross 



 

  - Ring the bells once when the Priest holds his  

     hands flat over the gifts 

 

  - Ring the bells three times when he holds 

     up the Body of Christ. 

 

  - Ring the bells three times when he holds 

     up the Blood of Christ. 

 

  - A NOTE: After you’ve rung the bells, let the 

     sound die away before you set them down. 

6. THE COMMUNION RITE 

 - Stand behind your kneeler for the Our Father. 

 - At the Sign of Peace, offer each other a sign, then 

  - Offer the Priest & Deacon a Sign of Peace 

 - Cross Bearer and Book Server stand at the back corners  

    of the rug 

 

 - Bell server gets the silver bowls from the Credence 

    Table, and brings them to the Altar. Then stand 

    next to one of the other servers by the rug. 

 

 - The Extra-Ordinary Eucharistic Ministers will come 

    and stand along the rug with you. 

 

 - DURING COMMUNION 

  - Bell Server brings the silver dish with pyxes 

     in it (if there are any pyxes in it) and sets it 

     on the side of the Altar. 

 

  - Book Server removes the Missal (and stand) 

     from the Altar and sets them on the table 

     next to the Deacon chair. 

 

7. PURIFICATION OF THE VESSELS 

 - When the Priest returns to the Altar, the Bell Server  

    brings the water cruet to him; he will take it from you  

    when he needs it.   

 - Then return the cruet to the Credence Table. 

 

 - If the Priest leaves the corporals on the Altar, leave  



    them there; the Extra-Ordinary Eucharistic Ministers  

    will take care of them after Mass. 

 

- Cross Bearer stands next to the Cross and waits 

   there until the Mass is ended. 

 - Bell and Book Servers return to their original seats. 

            - A NOTE ABOUT COMMUNION FOR THE SICK 

 - If there are pyxes left on the Altar (in the silver dish) 

 - When the Priests steps down for the blessing, the Book  Server gets the dish and  brings  

it to those who are taking Communion  to the sick.  During the Priest’s blessing, stand quietly 

    where you are.  After he is finished, return the    silver dish to its stand, and return to your seat. 

 

 

8. THE PRAYER AFTER COMMUNION 

- When the Priest says, “Let us pray,” the Book Server holds  

   the Roman Missal for him. 

The Concluding Rites 

 

- If there is a solemn blessing, the Priest will ask you to continue  

   holding the Missal open. 

 

- The final hymn will begin (except during Lent, when there may not  

   be a final hymn). 

- When the Priest and Deacon move from their chairs, the Servers  

   also move: 

 - Cross Bearer takes the Cross and stands in the 

    center aisle, facing the Altar.  Wait for others. 

 

- Bell and Book Servers stand next to each other in front of Cross Bearer.  See map. 

 

- When the Priest genuflects (or bows), genuflect with him 

   and turn around to process out.  (The Cross Bearer does 

   not genuflect or bow). 

 

- Recessional Order– See map: 

Processing Out we will no longer gather at the step standing in one row. 

• Father (and deacon) will be at the step  

• Lectors —by the first row of pews 

• Servers–by the second row of pews 

• Cross bearer—by third row of pews 
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Father will genuflect or bow, lectors bow, all will then turn to process out of church.   

 

After The Mass 

1. Return the Roman Missal to the sacristy (place it on the 

     counter). 

2. Extinguish the candles using the candle extinguisher. 

     - If there is a baptism after Mass, leave the Easter Candle 

       lit.  If you have a question about that, ask the Priest or  Deacon. 

3. Return your hymnals to the carts 

 - If you are an Incense Server, make sure the incense 

    boat is put away and that the charcoal in the 

    Thurible is crushed (use the tongs for this).  The 

    coals may still be warm when you leave. 

 

4. Pray a short prayer of thanksgiving (found on the doors 

     of the alb cabinet).  

 

5. Return the cincture and the Cross pendant to their hooks 

6. Hang up your alb neatly 

7. Check the calendar to see the next time you serve. 
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Pyx     Paten - Chalice            Water Picture/Finger Bowl   

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Host Bowl     Corporal - Purificators   Communion Bowls - Cups 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Aspergillam    Cruets         Bells 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Candle Stand   Holy Oils      Candle lighter - Extinguisher 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Easter Candle  Monstrance                Cross – Cinture – Alb  Lectionary 

 

 

 

 



 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

    Tabernacle                           Sacramentary  Book Of The Gospels 

 

 

 

  

Ciborium Chasuble        Censer/Boat & Incense        Charcol For Censer  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pyx Dish  Crucifix    Credence Table 
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