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Holy Cross Catholic Church 
Altar Server Guidelines and Policies 

Revised October 2019 
 

Serving at the altar and assisting as an altar server during the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass is 
a privilege and honor. The attention, reverence, and prayerful assistance you provide not only helps 
you to grow in perfection and holiness, but also is a model for the members of Christ’s faithful 
who make up the congregation. Your service at the altar is a great help to the priest and deacon, in 
whose ministry you share when you serve. The following document is meant to serve as a manual 
for our servers so that they might be certain and decisive in their service, habituated to a common 
way of serving Mass according to the norms of the Church, and free their minds from any anxiety 
so that they might better pray during their service. 
 

Who Can Serve? 
 

• Any person who, having received first Holy Communion, expresses a desire to serve and 
whose parents support their obligations as a server (especially bringing them to their 
assigned Mass on time). 

• Any person who is capable of fixing their attention on the Mass for the duration of the 
Sunday Mass. 

• Any person who has completed a training session or, at the discretion of the parish priest, 
grown in ability and readiness through frequent shadowing of experienced servers. After a 
training session, a server will begin shadowing for 3 to 4 Masses or until the server is 
comfortable to carry out the responsibilities. 

• Preferably, one able to receive Holy Communion at the Mass at which they serve (they 
have fasted for one hour prior to receiving Holy Communion and are not conscious of any 
grave sins that have not been confessed sacramentally prior to receiving Holy 
Communion). 

 
Dress Code 

 
• Black or brown, closed-toe shoes. 
• Solid color clothes (designs with stripes, polka dots, etc. show through the alb and are 

distracting). 
• Slacks for boys or girls, modest length skirts/dresses for girls. (Modest length for the sacred 

liturgy is generally accepted as a skirt or dress that falls just over the knee when seated.) 
Boys must wear a belt. 

• Shirt or blouse that is a solid color, preferably white. Blouses must cover the shoulders. 
Tank tops and spaghetti straps are not allowed. 

• Long hair that falls past the shoulders is to be pulled back. 
 

Number and Types of Servers 
 

The custom at Holy Cross Catholic Church is that there are three servers assigned for 
Sunday Mass: one cross-/book-bearer and two acolytes. If additional servers would like to serve, 
all they need do is ask the celebrant for the Mass. They can assist with the responsibilities of the 
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other servers as long as they do not completely usurp the assigned role. For example, a fourth 
server can help divide the role of cross and book bearer into two positions and also aide in the 
preparation of the altar. At 8:00am Mass, there may be a fourth server assigned as a thurifer or MC 
(see below). 

There are five types of servers: 
• the acolyte, who carries candles in procession and assists with the preparation of 

the altar; 
• the book bearer, who assists the celebrant at the chair by holding the book for the 

different prayers; 
• the cross-bearer, who carries the cross in procession and helps as needed with the 

preparation of the altar; 
• the thurifer, who carries the incense in procession and assists at the necessary times 

at the Mass when incense is called for (8:00am Sunday Mass and other solemn 
celebrations of the Mass); 

• and the MC (emcee), who directly assists the priest with the book at the chair and 
altar and helps lead the other servers in smoothly and efficiently carrying out their 
responsibilities. 

 
Preparation for Mass 

 
Servers should arrive at least 15 minutes prior to the start of Mass. Even when a server is 

not scheduled to serve, it would be good to check about ten minutes before Mass to see if all the 
servers have arrived. Upon arriving, servers will select an appropriate length alb (white robe), 
cincture (rope that gathers the alb at the waist), and serving cross that is worn hanging around the 
neck on the outside of the alb. Then, the servers ensure that processional items are in their proper 
place. The cross-bearer checks to see if the processional cross is in the sacristy, and the acolytes 
check that the candles are on their stands by the baptistery at the back of the church. When the 
lector begins the announcements prior to the start of Mass, the servers should take their objects in 
hand and wait at the back of the church. When everyone is quietly recollecting themselves before 
the beginning of Mass, the servers with cross and lighted candles line up in front of the baptismal 
font and await the bells (indicate the start of Mass) and the Entrance Chant or another hymn. 

 
Entrance Procession through Prayers of the Faithful 

 
The order of the procession is as follows, first to last: 

• (Thurifer with incense and boat.) 
• Processional Cross in between acolytes who carry lighted candles. 
• Any other server(s) who are carrying nothing. 
• Lector with the Evangelarium (Book of the Gospels). 
• (MC) 
• Priest (accompanied by a deacon, if present, to his right). 

The procession begins when the cantor/choir begin singing (not when the music starts 
playing). The procession moves at a reverentially slow pace. Upon arriving at the altar, anyone 
who is carrying something bows his/her head and goes directly to where the item should be placed. 
That is, the (thurifer) bows and goes up to the left by the side of the altar. The cross-bearer and 
acolytes together bow their heads and proceed to placing the cross and candles in their stands. Any 
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other server(s) who are assisting and not holding anything genuflect and proceed up the stairs to 
their seats. The priest and deacon genuflect together and go up to the altar to reverence it. 

As soon as the celebrant has reached his chair, the book-bearer (in his absence, the cross-
bearer performs the tasks of the book-bearer) brings the Roman Missal to the celebrant from behind 
the celebrant’s chair, standing directly in front of him. The other servers stand at their places with 
folded hands and participate in the responses of the Mass. Whenever the priest celebrant is done 
with the Missal, he indicates this to the server by tapping the bottom of the book. After the 
introductory rites and opening prayer, all are seated for the Liturgy of the Word. 

After the second reading, all servers stand with the priest as the Alleluia Acclamation 
begins. If there is incense used, the thurifer immediately brings the thurible and boat to the 
celebrant for him to impose incense. He then proceeds directly to behind the ambo. During the 
reading of the Gospel, all servers stand facing the ambo with folded hands and making the proper 
responses. After the Gospel, all servers sit. 

During the homily, if incense is used, the thurifer places another coal in the thurible. When 
the homily is concluded, the celebrant will stand for the Creed. All servers stand when the celebrant 
does, reciting the Creed along with the other ministers and the people. Following the Creed is the 
Prayers of the Faithful. The servers all stand with folded hands and make the proper response to 
each intercession. When the celebrant says the concluding prayer, the Preparation of the Gifts and 
Altar takes place. 

 
Preparation of the Gifts through the Preface 

 
During the Preparation of the Gifts and Altar, all servers sit except the book-bearer, cross-

bearer, and two acolytes. The priest and/or deacon will go the altar to set out all that is needed for 
the Liturgy of the Eucharist. Immediately the book-bearer takes the Roman Missal and its stand to 
the altar and returns to his seat. The cross-bearer takes the cross and goes to the back of the church 
by means of the side aisle by the choir. Meanwhile, the two acolytes bring items from the credence 
table from left to right (like reading a book): 

• the main chalice; 
• removing the purificator, the auxiliary chalices (if any, but normally 5 at a Sunday Mass); 
• additional ciboria (containing the hosts to be consecrated; 
• (and the low-gluten host in its dish, if present). 

The priest will then descend the stairs from the sanctuary to receive the gifts. The two acolytes and 
book-bearer (if present) join him at the foot of the altar. 

When the priest begins coming down the stairs, the cross-bearer leads the procession of the 
gifts from the back of the church to the foot of the altar. Upon arriving before the sanctuary, he 
bows his head and goes up to the right, placing the cross in its stand. The priest receives the gifts 
(ciborium, cruet of wine, basket with book of intentions and, occasionally, a tray of pyxes). The 
ciborium and wine cruet will be given to the two acolytes on his right, and the book of intentions 
will be given to the cross-bearer or book-bearer on his left. All turn toward the sanctuary and bow 
to the altar before proceeding up. The sever carrying the book of intentions places it next to the 
altar, in front of the candle on the floor. The acolyte carrying the ciborium goes next to the altar 
and waits for the priest/deacon to take it. That acolyte, now holding nothing in hand, goes to get 
the water cruet. 

The two acolytes stand side-by-side at the altar with the cruets. They take the cruet stoppers 
off with their left hand and hold the cruet in the right hand with the handle facing away from them. 
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After the priest or deacon has taken and given back both the water and wine, the two acolytes bow 
their heads to the minister as a sign of respect and go back to the credence table. There, the one 
acolyte takes the finger towel in hand and the other acolyte takes the lavabo dish and water cruet. 
They once again stand side-by-side next to the altar. The priest will come to the edge of the altar 
to wash his fingers. The acolyte with the dish and water cruet pours water over the fingers of the 
priest until he raises his fingers, a sign to stop pouring. He will then take the finger towel and dry 
his hands. Handing it back to the acolyte and folding his hands, the minister and acolytes bow their 
heads, and the acolytes return to the credence table. There they replace the cruet stoppers. 

When the two acolytes have replaced the cruets and their stoppers, all servers proceed down 
the stairs of the sanctuary to the floor of the nave. The cross-bearer and book-bearer stand on the 
choir side. The two acolytes stand on the elevator side. They make the proper responses to the 
prayers being said and the preface dialogue. After the preface, all servers kneel for the Eucharistic 
prayer. 

 
Eucharistic Prayer to Holy Communion 

 
During the Eucharistic Prayer, all servers kneel on the bottom step with their backs straight 

and hands folded. The cross-bearer or book-bearer kneel by the bells that are on the steps. That 
server rings the bells at three times during the Eucharistic Prayer. The first time is when the priest 
extends both of his hands over the gifts (epiclesis). When this occurs, the server rings the bells 
once. After the priest has said the words of consecration over the bread, the server rings the bells 
three times when the priest elevates the Sacred Host for the people to adore. After the priest has 
said the words of consecration over the wine, the server rings the bells three times when the priest 
elevates the Precious Blood in the chalice for the people to adore. The server the sets the bells 
down and folds his hands. 

After the Great Amen, all servers stand with folded hands and recite/sing the Our Father 
with the priest and people. At the sign of peace, remaining in place, the servers share the sign of 
peace with anyone who is on their right or left. After that has been done and the Lamb of God is 
recited/sung, the servers kneel back down on the first step in their place. 

 
If patens are used: during the Lamb of God, one server from each 

side goes to get the patens from behind the tabernacle. They descend back 
to their side and give the other paten to the other server. After having 
received Communion, each server with a paten goes with one 
Extraordinary Minister of Holy Communion who has a ciborium and 
assists at their position. After that Extraordinary Minister is finished, the 
paten is placed on the choir side of the altar. 

 
When the priest receives from the chalice, the cross-/book-bearer rings the bells once as a 

sign that the distribution of Holy Communion has begun. This also indicates that servers and 
Extraordinary Ministers may approach the altar. The servers enter and stand on their own side of 
the altar. After having received Holy Communion, they go back to their places on the steps to 
kneel for the remainder of the distribution of Holy Communion. It is generally accepted that the 
distribution of Holy Communion is completed when the tabernacle is closed. 

 
Ablutions to End of Mass 

 



 5 

After the ministers and extraordinary ministers are done distributing Holy Communion, the 
priest will gather the excess Hosts into one or two ciboria and place these in the tabernacle. When 
the tabernacle has been shut, the servers rise and enter the sanctuary. The book-bearer (or cross-
bearer in his absence) takes the Missal and its stand from the altar and places it back behind the 
celebrant’s chair. He returns to his seat. The two acolytes go to the credence table and retrieve the 
wine and water cruets without their stoppers. Each takes one and both approach the priest shoulder-
to-shoulder. The acolyte with the wine pours a bit over the fingers of the priest and into the chalice 
until he lifts his fingers. The acolyte with the water cruet generously pours water over the fingers 
of the priest and into the chalice until the priest lifts his fingers. The minister and servers make a 
bow of the head, and the acolytes put the cruets back on their tray and the stoppers on top. 

The acolytes return to the altar and begin to take the vessels back to the altar as they are 
purified. They do this until the altar is completely clear. When the celebrant uses a tray to dismiss 
the Extraordinary Ministers of Holy Communion to the sick and homebound, one acolyte comes 
down to take the tray back to the credence table. After the altar is clear and the pyxes have been 
dismissed, all return to their seat and spend a few moments in prayerful silence. 

The priest will stand for the post-Communion prayer. The book-bearer (cross-bearer in his 
absence) brings the book to the priest, standing directly in front of him. When the priest is done 
with the book, he will tap the bottom and the server returns it, closed, to the stand behind the 
celebrant’s chair. The servers are all standing with their hands folded. The celebrant will bless the 
people, and either he or the deacon will dismiss them. As soon as all have responded, “Thanks be 
to God,” the servers form the procession in the center aisle with whatever objects they are carrying. 
During this, the celebrant will lead the faithful in the St. Michael Prayer. 

The order of the procession out will be the same order as the way in, except without the 
lector carrying the Evangelarium. Once the priest has come down, he will genuflect. When he does 
this, servers who are carrying anything bow their head. All other servers genuflect with the priest. 
All turn toward the back of the church and the first server (either incense or cross-bearer with the 
acolytes) leads the procession out. 

 
After Mass 

 
At the back of the church, before proceeding to the narthex, the cross bearer stops and turns 

around with the candles on either side. The other ministers will bow to the cross. The acolytes and 
cross-bearer put their items away. It is commendable to spend a few moments in the church 
offering a prayer of thanksgiving for the opportunity to serve at God’s altar. All the servers then 
put away the server cross and hang up their alb and cincture. If you have any questions about 
serving and the tasks for which you are responsible, simply ask the parish priest as soon as you 
have the opportunity. 

 
Postures and Movements at Mass 

 
There are three postures that we assume at Mass. They are standing, sitting, and kneeling. 

When we stand or kneel, we hold our hands in the prayer-position, pointing up towards heaven, 
and with our right thumb crossed over our left thumb in the form of a cross. When we sit, our 
hands should lay flat on top of our legs. When kneeling and sitting, we keep our backs straight and 
our posture upright to express exteriorly the attention of our heart. 

During the Mass, there are many motions that we make: 
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• Genuflect – a sign of reverence shown to the Blessed Sacrament made by placing 
one’s right knee on the ground next to the left foot; from the Latin genu flexus, “to 
bend the knee”; a genuflection is made at the beginning of Mass when one enters 
the sanctuary and at the end of Mass when leaving, as well as when crossing before 
the tabernacle or Blessed Sacrament whenever one is outside of Mass. 

• Sign of the Cross – an external sign of prayer to the Trinity; it is done by placing 
one’s left hand under one’s breast and touching with the right hands four fingers 
the forehead, breast, left shoulder, and then right shoulder. 

• Bow – a sign of reverence that is shown to the altar and other ministers; a bow is 
made to the altar 1) at the beginning of Mass and end of Mass if the Blessed 
Sacrament is not present in the tabernacle, 2) to the altar during Mass whenever we 
cross in front or behind it, 3) to the priest after having completed some service; 
there are generally three types of bows: 

o head bow – one bows one’s head by lowering the head at the point of the 
neck; a head bow is given at the name of Jesus, Mary, the saint of the day, 
or the three names of the Trinity or the Holy Family. 

o medium bow – this is done by bowing slightly at the waist and bending the 
shoulders and head forward; this bow is used generally when any type of 
bow except a head bow is called for. 

o deep bow – this bow is performed by keeping one’s back straight and 
bowing deeply from the waist; the body bends at 90º; this type of bow is no 
longer utilized, except by custom. 

• Process – a liturgical act by which a group of ministers, arranged purposefully, 
move from one location to the next by means of a slow caravan. 

• Walk – a deliberate moving on an individual minister from one place to another. 
• Sign of Peace – the act by which we communicate to our neighbor our unity in 

peace; in the United States, this is done amongst the faithful by means of a 
handshake with the person on one’s right and left; in the sanctuary, the Roman 
custom may still be observed. 

 
Glossary of Terms 

 
Amice – a linen garment worn under the alb that covers the priest’s neck and collar of his street 

clothes 
Alb – white robe worn by the priest and other ordinary and extraordinary ministers 

Altar – table-like structure upon which the sacrifice of the Mass is offered 
Ambo – the pulpit or reading stand from which the readings from Scripture are proclaimed 
Aspergilium – a wand that is used for sprinkling holy water; from the Latin asperges, meaning “to 

sprinkle” 

Aspersorium – the bucket-like receptacle that holds the holy water and aspergilium 
Baptistry – the area separated from the main worship space and specifically designated for the 

celebration of Baptism; not all churches have a baptistry 
Boat – container which holds the incense 
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Book of the Gospel - the book containing the Gospel readings for each Sunday; also called an 
Evangelarium 

Burse – a stiff receptacle for holding the corporal 
Chalice – a gold or silver cup for that contains the Precious Blood 
Chalice veil – a silk covering for the chalice when it is not in use; it is either white or the color of 

the day 

Chasuble – the priest's outer vestment 
Ciborium – container holding the Sacred Host; pl. ciboria 

Cincture – a rope belt for the waist that is worn around the alb 
Corporal – a square linen that is placed on any surface where the Blessed Sacrament will be placed 
Credence table - small table for holding the sacred vessels and materials used in the celebration of 

the Sacrifice of the Mass 

Cruet – small container holding water or wine 
Dalmatic – the outermost vestment of a deacon 

Finger towel – small linen for drying the priest’s fingers after he has washed them 
Lavabo – a dish over which the priest washes his fingers; from the Latin lavare, “to wash” 
Lectern – a pulpit-like structure that is used for reading or singing anything that is not a 

proclamation of Scripture 

Lectionary – the book containing all the readings for the Mass 
Liturgy – any official, public act of prayer by the whole Church 

Missal stand – a wooden or metal book stand upon which the Roman Missal is placed 
Monstrance – an open or transparent receptacle in which the consecrated host is exposed for 

veneration 
Paschal candle- large, white, and ornate candle that is blessed at the Easter Vigil; during Easter 

time it burns during Mass next to the ambo; outside of Easter time, it is located near the 
baptistry and lit for the celebration of Baptisms 

Paten – 1) the gold plate upon which the priest’s host rests on the altar; 2) a Communion plate held 
by an altar server under the hands or chin of someone receiving Communion 

Presider's chair - chair for the priest-celebrant 
Processional cross – any cross that is designed to be carried in processions 

Purificator – a white linen that is used for purifying the vessels and wiping the lip of the chalice 
Pyx – a small, round, gold container that is used to carry the Blessed Sacrament to the sick and 

shut-ins 
Roman Missal – book containing the priest’s prayers and instructions for the celebration of the 

Mass 
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Sacristy – the room where the people and items are prepared for the celebration of Mass; some 
churches have two sacristies, a work sacristy and a vesting sacristy 

Sanctuary lamp – the candle that burns perpetually in the presence of the Blessed Sacrament in the 
tabernacle 

Stole – the vestment that hangs down from the priest’s neck, worn under the chasuble. 
Tabernacle – a decorated container for holding the ciboria with the consecrated hosts in it 

Thurible – the vessel in which incense is burnt during liturgical celebrations 
 
 


