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Introduction
The purpose of this book, The Altar Guild Manual, is indicated in the last 
word of its title: manual. By definition a manual is a handbook, a book 
designed to give information about a subject or to guide a person through 
a procedure. That, in essence, is the intent of this book. It is to give infor-
mation about the altar, the chancel, and the place where the congregation 
is gathered for services. It is also to be a guide in the procedures for taking 
care of the objects and places in God’s house and for preparing them for 
the services held there.

For whom is this book written? It is written, first, for the altar guild, 
those people within a congregation who have been given the responsibil-
ity to do the things mentioned above. The informational and practical 
intent of the book was developed with the members of the altar guild in 
mind. Therefore it is hoped that the book will be used by experienced 
members of the altar guild and as a training tool for new altar guild mem-
bers. Second, the book was written for those who work most closely with 
the altar guild, namely, pastors. They should be familiar with the duties 
and procedures of the altar guild, and this book aims at providing a refer-
ence and guide for them as well. Concerning this second intended audi-
ence, it is also hoped that this book will be used by seminarians in their 
liturgical training. If they do not have the opportunity to work directly 
with an altar guild on their vicarage, they certainly will after they are 
ordained and installed in their first congregation.

For many years the standard guide and reference for altar guilds and 
pastors has been Paul H. D. Lang’s What an Altar Guild Should Know. I 
am deeply indebted to that work, not only because it was the book used 
when I had my liturgical training at the seminary but also because it has 
provided the basis and points of departure for many of the discussions in 
this present volume. Lang’s work, however, was first published more than 
forty years ago (1964), with a revised edition appearing several years later 
(1968). A lot has happened in the areas of church architecture, liturgical 
practice, and congregational life since that time. I hope that this book 
addresses newer elements that have become established, as well as tradi-
tions that have been preserved in the Church to this day.

A few words need to be said concerning the directions given in this 
book. The first word is adiaphoron. This word is a Greek term that means 
“an indifferent thing.” It refers to something that is neither commanded 
nor forbidden in Scripture. Much of what is used in the Church or done 
in its services may be called adiaphora. This means that customs and 
usages will vary from time to time and from place to place. As far as this 

 5
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manual is concerned, not all of the objects and procedures described in 
it will be used by everyone. Many of them are adiaphora. Yet I felt there 
was a need to show their place in the Church’s life and the usefulness 
they can have for the Church today. If nothing else, I did it to underscore 
the liturgical freedom that Lutheran Christians profess to have.

Nevertheless, there are many customs and usages in the Church and 
its services that have been around for a long time, some since the begin-
ning of the Church. These things we call tradition in the best sense of the 
word. Anyone choosing to jettison traditional matters should have  
a good reason for doing so. Things that the Church has selected and 
retained over her two-thousand-year history should not be treated lightly 
nor allowed to fall victim to the whims or trends of the day. Conse-
quently, it is important to know what is essential and what is not. That 
knowledge comes only through diligent research and study of the issues.

Perhaps the following may serve as a guiding principle: that which 
honors God and helps to bring His life-giving Gospel to people. Lang 
explained this principle well in his book: “Of course, God’s Word and 
sacraments are not dependent on human embellishment for effectiveness. 
. . . [Yet] perhaps we have failed to attract, even alienated, some people  
by being indifferent to the setting in which we present the Gospel and  
by tolerating crudities and vulgarities in our churches.”1 This statement, 
in my opinion, has nothing to do with “high church” or “low church” 
customs. It has everything to do with the care we take for God’s house 
and the services conducted in it, be the appointments and services simple 
or ornate. The altar guild has its role in seeing to it that things are done 
“decently and in order.”

With all of this in mind, we can turn to the rubrics, or directions, 
given in this book. When the word should is used, it is intended to say that 
the information or guidance given conforms to our confessional Lutheran 
theology and the best traditions of the Church. Of course, should is not 
absolute; circumstances may suggest an alternative. The words may and 
can allow more freedom. While the appointment or custom under discus-
sion is in harmony with our theology (or, at the least, does not contradict 
it), it is a matter left to the judgment of the pastor and/or congregation. 
This area is where the concept of adiaphora is truly at home! Finally, 
there is the word must. The instances in which this word applies are few: 
The Word of God must be proclaimed; water must be used in Holy 
Baptism; bread and wine must be used for the Sacrament of the Altar. In 
view of what was said above, however, this freedom should not be used 
as license for “anything goes.” The wisdom and practice of the orthodox 
Church catholic should be taken into consideration.

How should this book be used? Parts I–VI contain background and 
reference material with which the members of the altar guild should be 
familiar. This material is perhaps best used by simply having the mem-
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bers of the guild read it. Part VII contains practical instructions for the 
seasons and services of the Church. This material lends itself to review by 
the guild as a whole in preparation for a particular season and its services. 
For example, at its January meeting the guild could review the  
sections on Lent and Holy Week and the services that will be conducted 
in these seasons, noting particularly the changes that occur during this 
time. Whatever method an altar guild chooses, it would be beneficial to 
review all the sections of the book over a period of time.

Two other books deserve to be mentioned as beneficial for the altar 
guild to study and have available in the church’s library or for the guild’s 
use. One of these is Lutheran Worship: History and Practice, edited by Fred 
L. Precht (St. Louis: Concordia, 1993). The entire book is worth study-
ing, but especially helpful are the following sections: “Corporate Wor-
ship of the Church” (ch. 2); “The Church Year” (ch. 5); “The Setting of 
the Liturgy and the Decorum of Its Leaders” (ch. 6); and “The Divine 
Service” (ch. 12). The other work is The New Westminster Dictionary  
of Liturgy and Worship, edited by John Gordon Davies (Philadelphia:  
Westminster Press, 1986). Many topics in this volume can quickly be 
studied or easily be referenced as questions arise.

In addition to the rev. Lang, there are many others who have  
contributed to the production of this volume with their patience and  
wisdom. I thank the rev. Dr. Fred L. Precht, a former executive director  
of the LCMS Commission on Worship; the rev. Dr. roger D. Pittelko,  
a past chairman of the LCMS Commission on Worship; the rev. Karl D. 
Bachman (especially for Appendices B and C), pastor of St. Paul Interna-
tional Lutheran Church, Tokyo, Japan; the rev. William C.  
Weedon, pastor of St. Paul Lutheran Church, Hamel, Illinois; and  
the members of the altar guild of Berea Evangelical Lutheran Church, St. 
Louis: Irma Bosley, Elsie Fey, Donna Hoffmann, Shirley Lawless, Janice 
Muckey, Viola rehg, Lucy Sprenger, and Linda Watts.

May this work bring glory to God and assist in bringing His life- 
giving Gospel to His people.

 Lee A. Maxwell

 INTrODUCTION    7
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The 
Work of 
the Altar 
Guild

Part I

1
Purpose

God of all grace and mercy, bless those who serve as altar guild members that 
they may be faithful at Your altar. Grant that through their service Your 
Church may be built up in faith to the honor of Your most holy name; through 
Jesus Christ, Your Son, our Lord, who lives and reigns with You and the Holy 
Spirit, one God, now and forever. Amen.1

This prayer is used in Lutheran Service Book: Agenda for the placing of altar 
guild members as servants of the congregation. It expresses three things about 
the nature of the work of the altar guild: Its purpose is to serve. Its service 
requires spiritual commitment. And its service has a spiritual goal.

Throughout the history of the Christian Church, there have always 
been those who have attended to the place of worship, its furnishings, and its 
appointments. This service is a needed service. Of course, the pastor himself 
could do the things the altar guild does, and in some very small parishes he 
may. But much of the work of the altar guild does not require the knowledge 
and skill of the pastor. Indeed, there may be others in the congregation who 
have the abilities required for the service of the altar guild in a greater degree. 
Moreover, the altar guild’s service, as we have come to understand it today, 
is not something that has been given to the pastor in the Office of the Holy 
Ministry. In fact, it is an auxiliary service of the type that has been given to 
others since the earliest days of the Church (see Acts 6:1–6).

The altar guild is to serve. It serves by making sure that the place of 
worship is maintained and set up for the times and seasons of the Church Year. 
It serves by seeing to it that the paraments and linens are put out, cleaned, and 
stored appropriately. It serves by setting in order, cleaning, and putting away 
the sacramental vessels and linens. It serves by caring for the vestments of the 
congregation. It serves by making certain that all the preparations are made  
for each service and that whatever needs to be done after the service is taken 
care of. It serves by ordering supplies. It serves by studying topics related to 
worship and by undertaking projects such as making paraments and vestments. 
All this is done not for themselves, but for the glory of God and the building 
up of His people.

From the foregoing we can begin to understand how extensive the work 

1 Lutheran Service Book: Agenda (St. Louis: Concordia, 2006), 244.

,
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of the altar guild may be. There are many things that must be done in 
preparation for the Divine Service besides turning on the lights and 
sweeping the floor. The service the altar guild renders is needed and 
valuable. In most Lutheran churches this service is rendered by some of 
the women of the congregation. But in centuries past most of the duties 
performed by today’s altar guilds were done by men, sometimes even the 
clergy. Accordingly, there is nothing standing in the way of men serving 
on altar guilds today. Likewise, there are no barriers of age. Young and 
old alike may serve the Church in this area.

The one special requirement for serving on the altar guild is spiri-
tual commitment. The members of the altar guild, first and foremost, are 
serving God. It is His house. And they are serving God’s people. It is the 
people whom God gathers around Word and Sacrament. The work of 
the altar guild, therefore, involves the spiritual life of the congregation. 
The altar guild assists the congregation in its worship. Consequently, the 
members of the altar guild should be devoted to their tasks, be reliable in 
carrying out their assignments, be humble and reverent in their work, and 
be joyful for the privilege they have in serving their Lord.

Finally, the work of the altar guild has a spiritual goal. It is for the 
glory of God’s name and the building up of His people. To attain this 
goal three principles must be kept in mind.2 The first principle is that 
everything done in a church service is to aid the communication of the 
Gospel. Nothing is to detract from the centrality of God’s Word and 
Sacraments by focusing on man’s pleasure and entertainment. This does 
not mean that a thing of beauty or splendor cannot be used in the church. 
On the contrary, God commanded certain things in the Old Testament to 
beautify the tabernacle and then the temple. So it must be among God’s 
New Testament people where He has deigned to be present. But what-
ever is done or used in the church must glorify God and serve God’s work 
of strengthening His people in faith and love.

The second principle is that traditional forms and customs of worship 
are to be kept as long as they are helpful and in harmony with the principle 
enunciated above. Besides expressing the continuity of the congrega-
tion’s worship with that of the Church throughout history and the world, 
this principle is what the Confessions of the Lutheran Church testify to: 
“Nearly all the usual ceremonies are also preserved . . . . For ceremonies 
are needed for this reason alone, that the uneducated be taught ‹what they 
need to know about Christ›.”3 If this chief purpose is lost, then the cere-
mony must be set aside or purified of whatever corruption is associated 
with it. This principle applies to furnishings, appointments, vestments,  
and the like.

The third principle is that while God has commanded His Word 
to be preached and the Sacraments to be administered, He has not given 

10     ALTAr GUILD MANUAL
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3 Augsburg Confession XXIV 2–3 (Concordia, 47).
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detailed instructions about the externals of worship. Again, we listen 
to the confessors of Augsburg: “Our churches teach that ceremonies 
ought to be observed that may be observed without sin. Also, ceremo-
nies and other practices that are profitable for tranquility and good order 
in the Church . . . ought to be observed. Yet, the people are taught that 
consciences are not to be burdened as though observing such things was 
necessary for salvation [Colossians 2:16–17].”4 Consequently, we cannot 
be legalistic about certain externals. We cannot say, “It has to be done this 
way” or “It cannot be done that way.” Anything that is not commanded or 
not forbidden by God must be left in the area of Christian freedom.

Customs and forms will differ from time to time and from place 
to place. Some congregations will have simple customs and furnishings; 
others will have more elaborate ones. In whatever setting an altar guild is 
called to work, its members will want to recall the purpose of the work of 
the altar guild: to serve, to serve with spiritual commitment, and to serve 
toward a spiritual goal.

 PUrPOSE   11

4 Augsburg Confession XV 1–2 (Concordia, 39).
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2
Membership  

and Organization
It was mentioned in the previous chapter that in most Lutheran congrega-
tions today only women serve on the altar guild and that in earlier times 
in the Church the services rendered by what we today call the altar guild 
were done by men. There is no reason, however, that women and men, of 
various ages, cannot serve together on the altar guild. In fact, participa-
tion by men and boys should be encouraged. First, the work done by this 
guild cannot be classified as “women’s work.” Second, the work of the 
guild in assisting the worship of the congregation is an appropriate avenue 
of service for any of the “priesthood of the baptized,” be they male or 
female.

Some of the duties of the altar guild may require special knowl-
edge or skills, in which case those members of the congregation who 
have special talents in these areas may be asked to use their gifts for this 
purpose. However, anyone who would like to serve their Lord in the 
general work of the guild should be accepted for this service. Most of the 
duties can be taught to those who have no experience in altar guild work. 
In addition to the spiritual commitment referred to in chapter 1, all that is 
required is the willingness to learn.

The organization of the altar guild need not be complicated. If 
desired by the guild or congregation, a simple constitution may be 
composed. All that may be needed, however, is a set of rules or guidelines 
for the guild to follow.1 Any constitution or set of rules should not be 
too elaborate. The main purpose of such guidelines is to make clear the 
purpose and duties of the altar guild.

One organizational matter that needs to be addressed is that of the 
officers of the guild. At a minimum there should be a director or chair-
person and a secretary/treasurer. The director of the guild is responsible 
for presiding at its meetings and for assigning the various tasks that need 
to be done. The secretary/treasurer is needed to keep the records of the 
guild and to be in charge of the guild’s money. Other offices may be 
established and assigned duties as the altar guild deems necessary.

12

1 See the model of “rules for the Altar Guild” in Paul H. D. Lang, What an Altar Guild Should 
Know (St. Louis: Concordia, 1964), 19. Lang assumes that only women will serve on the altar 
guild, so modifications may have to be made. A good sample constitution can be found in S. 
Anita Stauffer, Altar Guild Handbook (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985), 109–11.
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