
1 of  8 rev: 5-1-16 A 

All SaintsAll SaintsAll SaintsAll Saints    ParishParishParishParish    

Altar Server Guide 

 

Your Role 

As an altar server, your role is to be a leader of the communal prayer of the assembly and to assist the Priest at Mass, 

helping with a variety of tasks that make the liturgy flow smoothly.  Some key things which we expect as part of your 

ministry: 

 

• Be there – arrive at least 10 minutes before Mass.  If you know you will be absent please arrange for a substitute 

or trade dates with another server.   

• Be tidy – dress neatly and respectfully for Mass.  Dispose of chewing gum before entering church.   Take care 

when re-hanging items in the closet after Mass. 

• Be ready – sometimes there are extra duties such as carrying water for a sprinkling rite.  Be ready to receive 

directions from the priest or deacon.  Look for any notes to servers in the sacristy. 

• Be reverent – the assembly should see that you are assisting the Priest but not pay attention to you because of 

your movements being a distraction.   Move slowly and smoothly.  Be serious about your responsibilities.  

Genuflect when you first enter the sacristy.  Bow to the altar when you pass by, and to the tabernacle the 

additional times you pass by after first entering.  Genuflect when you depart the church. 

 

 

Learn the Language 

Many of the things used at church have odd names that aren’t used in everyday English.  Words in bold type are defined 

in the glossary at the end of this handout.   

 

 

Getting Ready 

• Put on the alb, cross, and cincture.  Check the calendar to find out what color cincture to use, and make sure it 

matches the presider’s vestment.  The Sunday color is used on Saturday evenings. For funerals, the color is white. 

When in doubt, wear the color the priest is wearing even if the calendar is different. 

 

• For Weekends and Holy Days: Check in on the schedule sheet  in the sacristy.  Please arrive no 

later than 10 minutes before weekend Masses! At that point the sacristan will look for servers to 

fill any vacancies. 

 

• Light the candles.  If it is Advent, look for information in the sacristy about lighting candles on the 

Advent wreath.  If it is Easter season, or there is a baptism or funeral, light the paschal candle.  

Ask a tall person for help or look for a stool near the piano. 

 

• Determine roles:  agree with your fellow server(s) on who will be cross-bearer, book-bearer, and ring elevation bells 

(when used).  We currently do not assign so that students also serving on weekdays may rotate duties easier.  If you 

did one job last time, switch this week! 

 

• 5 minutes before Mass:  Go to the vestibule; take the processional cross and wait on the lower steps of the stairway 

to the bell tower, out of the way of those entering the church.  Do say hello and smile when people pass near you.  

Always handle the processional cross respectfully.  If there will be no procession (some weekdays) the Presider will 

begin from his chair, and the servers begin seated in the front pew. 

 

During Mass: Liturgy of the Word 
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 --Procession 

• When it is time to begin, the procession line forms.  Most of the time the cross-bearer 

is first, followed by any additional servers, then lectors (if present), deacon (if present), 

then the presider.  If there is incense, the thurifer goes first, ahead of the cross.  

 

• Cross-bearer begins walking when singing starts – wait for the words, don’t just go 

when you hear music.  The cross-bearer reaches the end of the aisle and walks to the 

right far enough so that there is room for everyone in the procession to line up facing 

the altar.   The presider should end up in the middle. 

o If it is a day when lectors are processing, then the lectors will take the ambo end of the line and the 

cross-bearer and other servers will take the Presider chair end of the line. 

o On most weekdays, the servers will split so that the presider is in the center of the line, servers on each 

end. 

 

• Please form a straight line parallel to the front altar steps.  Do not curve the line unless there is a large group 

processing. 

 

• All people in the procession bow, except those holding something (cross-bearer, occasionally candle-bearers).  

After the bow, cross-bearer returns the cross to the stand behind the ramp door.  All servers return to the front 

pew by Presider. 

 

--Book-Bearing 

• The book-bearer (normally the server who did not carry the cross) should find the red presider folder and/or the 

Roman Missal on the small table by their pew. The job of the book-bearer is to hold the folder or Missal so the 

Priest can read the prayers with his hands free, many times extended in prayer.  You are doing your job well 

when you have it ready before he looks for you to have it open!  Always hold the folder or Missal steady and 

lean the top edge back against you, regardless of your height.  Hold your head still; do not shift your weight 

between feet as that also will move the folder even when your arms have it locked in place. 

 

• After the sign of the cross, the book-bearer holds the presider’s folder .   If the Missal is also on the table, the 

book-bearer will change to holding the Missal for the opening prayer (called the “collect”).  When the presider is 

finished he will close the book, or when the people say “Amen” you may step away and close the book; return it 

to the table and sit down (along with the assembly).  As a general rule for Fr. Michael, the ribbons to know: 

o Folder:  Red Ribbon for weekends, weekdays in seasons like Easter 

o Folder:  Green ribbon for weekdays, particularly Prayers of the Faithful on weekdays 

o Missal:  when used, yellow ribbon for the “Saint’s Day” prayers 

o When in doubt – open to the red ribbon and Father will turn the page. 

 

• Mass proceeds in standard order: First reading, Responsorial Psalm, Second Reading (used on Sundays and for 

funerals), Gospel, Homily, (creed on Sundays/holy days). 

 

• After the silence after Homily, the book-bearer holds the presider’s folder for the Prayers of the Faithful.  Open 

the folder during the silence while you are sitting, or, on weekends, during the creed after the bow.  Move to 

father at “…one holy Catholic church”  or immediately on weekdays. 

 

• On weekends, stay ready, as Father will read the conclusion to the prayers from the folder.  Then you may 

return it to the table and begin setting the altar at the offertory. 
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During Mass: Liturgy of the Eucharist 

 

Setting the Altar 

• After the Prayers of the Faithful and the presider’s concluding prayer, it is time to prepare the altar.  This is a duty 

that is part of the deacon’s normal job, but servers will do if no deacon is present.  The following instructions apply 

to situations when the deacon is not helping you.  If the deacon is present, your job is to hand him whatever he 

needs (same items as noted below).  

• Remove the stand for Book of Gospels (if applicable) and place on the shelf under credence table. 

                      

                 
 

• Put cloth on altar (best done with 2 servers together).  Un-roll across altar, then fold open each side. 

 

                       
 

• Take chalice and corporal to altar; set chalice aside, unfold corporal flat on the altar – do not flip or shake open the 

corporal!            Look for edges…..                   place edges towards altar edge….   unfold towards center of altar 
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Unfold right and left sides – in whichever order they come open based on folds. 

     
 

• Smooth the corporal, then place the presider’s chalice at about 12 o’clock (but in from back edge a bit) 

 

     
 

• Take Roman Missal and book holder to altar; place to upper left of corporal, at angle. 

 

  Place remaining communion chalices on corporal along right edge, place 1 purificator to left of first chalice. 

 

 

 

• If there is a paten with gluten-free hosts on it, also take it to the 

altar and set behind the presider’s chalice. 
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Receiving and Preparing the Gifts    

 
• When the presider and/or deacon move(s) to the aisle to receive the gifts, servers join him, one on each side, 

but standing on the first step of the altar platform. 

 

• The gifts are brought forward.  Presider or Deacon will receive each item, and hand particular things to the 

servers. 

o Any collection basket will be handed to servers, place it near the base of the altar on top of the 

microphone plug-in’s. 

 

o Presider always keeps the bread/hosts. If Presider was not receiving gifts, server will end up with the 

bread plate: set the bread plate on the altar. 

 

o Deacon always keeps the wine.  If deacon not present, the server who gets the wine pitcher should take 

it, go back by the credence table side of the altar and wait to hand these to the Presider. 

- Always hold pitchers so the handle faces the presider. He will take the pitcher from you, use the 

water, and eventually hand it back to you.   

 

o When no deacon, the second server will get the water pitcher and wait by the server with wine. 

 

o The next server with hands open gets the handwashing bowl and towel, and returns to foot of altar. 

o Meanwhile, the wine is poured, and server with the water receives back the empty wine pitcher, 

and sets it on credence table. 

 
o Both servers then assist with handwashing.  Please step up one step to meet the presider to have his 

hands washed.  Return the towel, bowl, and water to the credence table, then return to the pew via the 

side aisle. 

 

Eucharistic Prayer 

• On Solemnities, Feasts and Sundays of Easter Season, bells will be used at the Elevation of the host and the 

chalice. 

 

• To prepare to ring the bells, pick up the pillow and bells, as a unit, and hold it, unless you are kneeling at the 

right height to reach the bells. 

 

• After the words “…which will be given up for you…” ass the priest raises the host, ring the bells with a twisting, 

back-and-forth motion of your hand.  

 

•  For Fr. Michael, ring them continuously until he begins to lower the host (or chalice).  Some priests at other 

parishes may have a 3-ring method but Fr. Michael prefers continuous. 

 

• After you stop, hold the bells still and let the ring fade. 

 

• Ring the bells again after “Do this in memory of me…” for the elevation of the chalice. 

 

• When you stop, hold the bells still to let the ring fade, then return to the pillow.  Then set pillow w/bells down, if 

you have been holding. 
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Preparations before Communion 

 

• After the Our Father, your first duty during the Sign of Peace is to prepare the altar.  Give the sign of peace to 

your fellow serer but then proceed to your duties; you can offer the sign of peace to others after the altar is 

prepared.   

 

• Remove the Missal and its holder from the altar and place on the shelf under the credence table.   

 

              
 

• Take the ciboria (if any) to the altar and place to the left of the corporal along the angled edge of the altar. 

 
 

• Take the remaining purificators from the credence table and place each by a chalice, see diagram and photo. 

The purificators will be lined up on the right side of the chalices, with the ends turned up against the base of the 

chalices. 
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Communion 

• When the Eucharistic ministers and clergy come away from the altar, the servers will walk up to the front of the 

line and receive communion.   

 

• After the presider is finished distributing communion he or the deacon will “purify the vessels” at the credence 

table, which means he will rinse them off in a ritual way before he is seated.  

o When the altar has no more vessels on it, the servers go to the altar and fold up the linens. 

 

o If the corporal is present, fold into thirds and thirds again, and set it on the credence table.  Always fold 

carefully in case there are any crumbs of the Precious Body on the corporal.   

 

• Then fold the altar cloth (thirds, then flip/roll fold) and place it at the corner of the credence table . 

 

• If the Missal was used earlier at the Mass, take it off the holder and return it to the small table by the server’s 

pew. 

 

• When the altar is cleared, servers return to their pew and are seated. 

 

Concluding Rite 

• During the silence after Communion, book-bearer prepares the presider folder (or, the Missal, if it was used 

earlier). 

 

• The presider will say “Let us pray…” and all stand; the book-bearer takes the folder or Missal to the presider and 

holds it so that he may read the concluding prayers and any announcements.  When he is finished, return to 

your pew. 

 

• When presider moves, the cross-bearer retrieves the cross, proceeding to get the cross via the side aisle, and 

returning via the main aisle.  The cross-bearer waits by the credence table until the presider moves off of the 

platform, at which time the other server(s) will follow the Presider into line, and the cross-bearer moves into 

position.  

 

• When the presider bows, all bow except for the cross-bearer.  The cross-bearer  (or thurifer, when incense used) 

will then lead the procession out.  Exception: if there was no formal entrance procession, then following Mass 

the cross will not be carried out, but the servers will walk out ahead of the presider. 

 

After Mass 

• Return the cross to its stand. 

 

• Extinguish the candles, using the snuffers, unless it is a Mass where Adoration follows.   The paschal candle, 

however, should be carefully blown out if there are no further Masses that day.  Ask a tall person for help or 

look for a stool near the piano. 

 

• Hang your alb neatly in the sacristy closet.  You will need to zip, button or secure the Velcro so it will stay on the 

hanger. Please do your best to keep the closet clean, even if you did not make the mess.  
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Other Server Information 

• When there are baptisms during Mass, one server is needed to hold the Presider’s folder back by the font. 

 

• Tuesday liturgies that end with Eucharistic Adoration have a special procedure.  Following Communion, the altar 

is not cleared, but the server takes the monstrance (the ornate holder for Eucharist) to the altar.  At the end, the 

exit procession is different: the servers genuflect towards the Eucharist in the monstrance and walk out ahead of 

the Presider; the cross is not carried out. 

 

 

Thank you for your care and attention in this ministry! 
 

Paula Schmitz, Pastoral Assistant for Liturgy and Music  paulas@allsaintsparish.com  (253) 286-0028 

 

 

Glossary  

 
Alb: the white robe worn by the servers and by the priest and deacon under their colored garments, a symbol of 

baptism. 

 

Chalice:   the sup-like vessel used to hold the Precious Blood 

 

Ciborium (singular)  / Ciboria (plural): the dish-like vessel(s) used to hold the hosts that become the Body of Christ 

 

Cincture: the rope-like belt  worn with the alb 

 

Corporal: the small white square cloth that is used on the altar at the place where the bread and wine are set on the 

altar. 

 

Credence table: the small table where the plates, cups, water and other items are kept 

 

Paschal candle: the large “Easter candle” 

 

Paten:  a very flat gold plate that is used to hold a single or small number of hosts 

 

Purificator: the small white cloth used by the Ministers of the Cup to wipe off the edge of the chalice after each person 

drinks. 

 

Roman Missal: the red hard-bound book used by the presider, containing prayers for the Mass 

 

Sacristy: the room where the albs and cinctures are kept and where altar servers get ready to serve.   All Saints has two 

sacristies.  The other sacristy is the room where the sacred vessels, hosts and wine are kept. 

 

Thurifer:  the server with the responsibility to attend to the incense, which is used in a thurible. 

 

Vestibule: the gathering area inside the front doors of the church. 


