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A Note to Future & Returning Altar Servers 
You are reading this document because you’re interested in helping at Mass as an altar server! If this is your first time, welcome! I hope you find altar 

serving an enriching ministry that helps you grow closer to God through the Mass. It may feel a little intimidating to stand before the entire 

congregation assisting in the celebration, but I think with a little practice you’ll find the experience both enjoyable and spiritually rewarding. If you’re 

a returning server, I hope you learn something new from this document, and I hope you become re-inspired to “pray the Mass” as you serve. You 

might be surprised to learn that many priests have to continually struggle to make “saying Mass” a prayerful experience rather than a rote exercise. 

When you know the mechanics of altar serving very well, it can be easy to execute it without much thought or spiritual reflection. And if anything is 

worth pondering while doing, it’s the Mass. There’s lots to cover, so let’s turn the page and begin! 

 

 

 

"When you take part in 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." 
 

-Pope Benedict XVI addressing altar servers on August 2, 2006 
 

 

 

“You do not encounter Jesus placed on an inaccessibly high throne, but in the bread and wine of the Eucharist. His word does not shake the 
doorposts, but rather caresses the strings of the heart . . . If we do not resist him, Jesus will touch our lips with the flame of his merciful love, as he 

did to the prophet Isaiah. This will make us worthy to receive him and to bring him to our brothers and sisters.” 

- Pope Francis addressing Altar Servers on August 4, 2015 
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The Focus & Purpose of Altar Serving 
The ministry of altar serving is primarily about helping the parish 
community pray well together. During the Mass, Altar servers help the 
congregation pray well first and foremost by praying themselves! (And 
thereby modeling a prayerful disposition.) It cannot be 
overemphasized the importance of altar servers “praying the Mass” 
along with the priest and the congregation. Excellent altar servers are 
those who walk, bow, carry, prepare, signal, and kneel in a prayerful 
way. Often this means standing upright (but not stiff), clasping hands 
lightly at the stomach, and walking/moving/bowing slowly but with 
purpose. Such reverence by the altar servers can do much to help the 
rest of the congregation experience the spiritual fullness of the Mass. 

The community also prays well when the Mass is prayerful, i.e. when 
everything needed but nothing more is executed with proper 
reverence, timing, attention to detail, simplicity, and grace. Excellent 
altar servers anticipate the needs of the priest(s) and other ministers 
in order to help the Mass flow beautifully. Practically, altar servers help 
with the opening and Gospel processions, preparing and clearing the 
altar, receiving the gifts, and holding the Missal for the priest’s opening 
and closing prayers. This document details these moments of the Mass 
and what an altar server needs to do and know to prepare for them.  

 

What is Mass & Why Do We Celebrate It? 
Before diving into the where-to-go-when-with-what’s of altar serving, 
it might be helpful to review why we celebrate Mass, both historically 
and theologically. (Forgive me for what I leave out - one could spend a 
lifetime studying this, and I’m trying to explain it in a few pages!)  

We celebrate Mass because on the night of the Jewish Passover in the 
year 33 A.D., Jesus took bread and said, “This is my body, which will 
be given for you; do this in memory of me” (Luke 22:19b). Saint Paul 
echoes these words as he explains the faith to a new Christian 
community in Corinth eighteen years after Jesus’ death: 

For I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, that 
the Lord Jesus, on the night he was handed over, took bread, 
and, after he had given thanks, broke it and said, ‘This is my 
body that is for you. Do this in remembrance of me.’ In the 
same way also the cup, after supper, saying, ‘This cup is the new 
covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in 
remembrance of me.’ For as often as you eat this bread and 
drink the cup, you proclaim the death of the Lord until he 
comes. (1 Corinthians 12:23-26) 

What do we make of these passages? The Church has always 
understood them to be Jesus’ instruction to His followers, and we as 
Catholics have preserved this understanding through the Mass for 
1,986 years (as of 2019) even in the face of torture and death! You 
might want to check out the writings of on the Eucharist by several of 
the greats in the early Church: see Appendix II: The Early Church’s 

Understanding of the Eucharist. 

It’s worth pausing here . . . you’ve just reflected upon God’s greatest 
ongoing gift to all of humanity: Christ’s ongoing physical presence to 
all of us until the end of time! We Catholics are immensely blessed to 
celebrate this mystery every week, and even more frequently should 
we choose to attend Mass every day. 
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Just as it can be easy for us to do today, in Jesus’ time several followers 
doubted this mystery and stopped following Jesus. The Gospel of John 
records Jesus saying, “I am the bread of life; whoever comes to me 
will never hunger, and whoever believes in me will never thirst” (John 
6:35). After Jesus said this, many quarreled and asked, “How can this 
man give us [his] flesh to eat?” to which Jesus responded, 

Amen, amen, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the 
Son of Man and drink his blood, you do not have life within 
you. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal 
life, and I will raise him on the last day.”  

Several immediately stopped following Jesus (ref. John 6:66). How hard 
that must have been for some of his early disciples, to see this Man do 
such wonderful things – bring sight to the blind, heal the lamb, 
welcome the children – but also say such peculiar and hard things! And 
how hard for Jesus, to love all these people, to give them the message 
given to Him by His Father and to see so many stop following Him. It’s 
no wonder immediately after this He asked the Twelve Disciples, “Do 
you also want to leave?” Thank goodness for the strength and witness 
of Saint Peter, who responded to his Friend, “Master, to whom shall 
we go? You have the words of eternal life.” (John 6:68) 

If you find this teaching hard, take heart! So did many others and so 
have many saints along their path to holiness. If this struggle is part of 
your spiritual journey, you might consider praying to God the words of 
the father of the boy possessed by demons, “Lord, I believe, help my 
unbelief!” (Mark 9:24) 

In summary, more than a fun tradition, the celebration of Mass allows 

us to encounter Jesus in a very tangible, intimate way. When we 

consume the consecrated bread and wine we consume Christ’s Body 

and Blood. In other words, God enters into our bodies! Saint 

Athanasius, a bishop of the fourth century, wrote, “God became man 

so that man may become God.” Considering the adage, “You are what 

you eat,” you might contemplate how you, when you receive Christ in 

the Eucharist, become like Him.  

Why is Mass in a Church? 
What is this building we just entered and why is it here? Places of 

worship are common throughout history in all religions. Buddhists, 

Muslims, Hindus, Sikhs, Jews, pagans, and Christians all have gathering 

spaces where they pray. These places are set apart from the everyday 

world – i.e. we’re not on the street nor are we in someone’s bedroom! 

This “set-apart-ness” is more than simply a practical solution to the 

problem of having a space large enough to gather a bunch of people. 

There is an impulse shared across all religions that something special 

happens during communal prayer, and therefore, a special place 

should be set aside to recognize this specialness. (If this interests you, 

you might consider reading Joseph Pieper’s book In Search of the 

Sacred. It’s short and has influenced my thinking on this a lot!) In a 
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sense, it’s a sort of embodiment of what we do in worship together, 

but more on this embodiment later. 

Christian places of worship are called churches, and Catholic churches 

are incredibly special. We believe and know that Jesus Christ becomes 

present “whenever two or three (or more!) gather in His Name” 

(Matthew 18:20) and, in a very special, physical way, when through the 

mystery of the Church (i.e. the entire assembly of believers throughout 

all space and time, also called the Body of Christ, as well as all the 

Tradition and Scripture contained within) the priest at Mass stands in 

the person of Christ the Head and makes Christ’s Body and Blood 

present in the physical forms of bread and wine. 

Our church is called St. Joseph Catholic Church, named after the foster-

father of Jesus, St. Joseph, who was a carpenter and who had the 

terrifying job of raising and protecting God Himself! Think of what it 

must have been like to raise Jesus, to watch Mary nurse Him, to lead 

Him and Mary to Egypt on the flimsy evidence of a dream, to teach Him 

how to be a carpenter, etc. The very name of our church harkens to a 

great mystery worth pondering. 

Physical Manifestations in a Church: Picture, 

Symbol, Architecture & Gesture  
Upon entering St. Joseph from the Hill 

Street doors, you notice the picture of 

Pope Francis and an image of Our Lady 

of Guadalupe. The former informs 

those here that this is a Catholic 

Church, i.e. that we understand Pope 

Francis as the successor of Saint Peter 

given the same leadership position 

above the other apostles (see Matthew 

16:19). The image of Our Lady of 

Guadalupe, who is the patron of the 

Americas (of which we in the United States is a part) harkens to the 

story of a peasant worker named Juan Diego who received a vision 

from the Blessed Virgin Mary on December 9, 1531 to tell his bishop to 

build a church on the top of a hill. The 

bishop demanded proof and on 

December 12, 1531, the Blessed Virgin 

Mary provided just that: roses in the 

middle of winter and her image on the 

cloak of this poor worker. The worker’s 

cloak, called a tilma, is displayed today 

in a church called the Basilica of Our 

Lady of Guadalupe just outside Mexico 

City, Mexico. So you could say we pray 

in a Church building because Mary 

wants us to! 
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Upon entering the main portion of the church, the architecture 
provides a clear focal point: the altar in the middle of a raised 
sanctuary. The Tabernacle behind it, appearing almost set upon the 
altar, contains consecrated hosts, i.e. Christ’s Body in the form of 
unleavened bread. On the same raised platform is the ambo, the place 
where Scripture is proclaimed, as well as candles and the presider’s 
chair. These pieces, along with the simplicity of the windows and walls 
and the orientation of the pews, direct the focus of our communal 
worship to the sanctuary. 

 

Catholic churches also employ many symbolic elements. We have 
water, a symbol of our faith, both in the baptismal font near the 
entrance as well as smaller dishes of the same water by every entrance. 
In the early Church, only Christians were allowed to enter the space for 
worship (mostly because of safety during the persecutions, but also to 
protect the integrity of the service and to prevent heretical groups 
from spreading false theology). To become a Christian, one would have 
to undergo several years of preparation and training. Once completed, 
a person would then be baptized and invited into a period of ever-
deepening understanding of the faith called “mystagogy.” These newly 

baptized would then baptize their babies upon the promise that they 
would raise their children in the faith, a tradition still kept by the 
Catholic Church. 

Baptism claims us for Christ and leaves an indelible mark (i.e. a mark 
that cannot be removed) on our souls. It inserts our names into that of 
the Trinity (“[Name], I baptize you in the name of the Father, and of the 
Son, and of the Holy Spirit”). It affirms our goodness and dignity. It 
washes away our sins, like the floods of the time of Noah (Genesis 6) 
and the water that swept away Pharaoh’s army (Exodus 14). It plunges 
us into living water and inserts us into a community of faith. Each time 
we dip our hands into the baptismal font and make the sign of the 
cross, we remember that we are truly loved by God and members of a 
community longing to return that love to God at the Mass. 

 

In the Gospel of John, Jesus says, “I am the light of the world; he who 

follows me will not walk in darkness, but will have the light of life” (John 

8:12). Since the earliest times of Christianity, light was associated with 

Christ. There was also no electricity for lighting and so candles served 

a double purpose. Today, electronic lights provide for our visual needs 

but the symbolic nature of candles is still used. The Paschal Candle is 

the large candle by the baptismal font (unless it is moved for a different 

liturgical season). It is lit by the fire of the Easter Vigil, the highest point 

of the Liturgical Year when we remember how Jesus “scattered the 

darkness” of death by rising to new life. The Sanctuary Lamp (i.e. 
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candle) communicates Christ’s real presence in the Tabernacle. 

Candles adorn the altar, a custom continued from Israelite worship in 

the Old Testament (Exodus 25:31-40 & 27:20–21). They also give 

physical expression to the prayers offered to Christ, Mary, Blessed Basil 

Moreau, the founder of the Congregation of Holy Cross, and Saint 

Andre Bessette, the Congregation’s first and (currently) only canonized 

Saint. 

In addition to the physical space, our personal and communal gesture 

is important. We Catholics believes that we are incarnated – we are 

not just bodies. We’re not just spirits. We’re not even spirits trapped 

within a body. Rather, we are body-spirit composites. (This is why 

funerals and burying the dead is so important!) As such, we recognize 

that often our minds and souls influence our bodies – like when we cry 

out of sadness – but also our bodies influence our minds and spirits – 

like how deep breathing can make us spiritually and emotionally 

calmer. This is why we use gestures in Church – we bow, kneel, 

genuflect, walk “with dignity,” remain (mostly) quiet, etc. inside our 

churches in order to settle our minds and souls. We want our bodies to 

enhance our communal prayer experience, not hurt it. 

As a general rule of thumb, in church one should genuflect towards the 

Tabernacle and bow towards the altar. Genuflection is a sign of 

humility. It imitates the way Christ fell during the Way of the Cross. It 

makes physical the words of Saint Paul in his letter to the Philippians: 

“At the name of Jesus, every knee should bend, of those in heaven 

and on earth and under the earth . . . .” (Phil 2:10) A bow is a 

gesture of respect, and during Mass, the altar becomes the focus in the 

church (recall the architecture, viz. a raised sanctuary and linear focus). 

It is during Mass that Christ re-presents His one sacrifice for the 

salvation of all, and this happens at the altar. 

Much, much more can be said on these topics, but I hope this short 

intro provides some points to ponder. 

 

Reflection Questions: 
1) What in these sections struck you the most? 

2) In what area would you like to spend more time praying 

about/meditating upon? 

3) How has what you learned changed the way you think about 

being an altar server?
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Parts of the Mass 
The Mass is broken down into four parts: The Introductory Rite, The Liturgy of the Word, The Liturgy of the Eucharist, and The Concluding Rite. 

Here is a quick outline of the parts of the Mass. 

 

1. The Introductory Rite 
2. The Liturgy of the 

Word 
3. The Liturgy of the 

Eucharist 
4. The Concluding Rite 

a. Entrance Chant 
b. Procession 
c. Sign of the Cross & 

Greeting 
d. Penitential Act 
e. Gloria (if applicable) 
f. Collect (i.e. “Let us pray…”) 

 

g. First Reading 
h. Psalm 
i. Second Reading 
j. Gospel Acclamation 
k. Gospel Reading 
l. Homily 
m. Creed (Symbol or 

Profession of Faith) 
n. Universal Prayer (i.e. 

Prayer of the Faithful) 
 

o. Offertory Chant 
p. Preparation of the Altar & 

Bringing Forth of Gifts 
q. Blessing of Gifts & Hand 

Washing 
r. Prayer Over the Offerings 
s. Eucharistic Prayer (I-IV or 

others) 
i. Epiclesis (“… by sending 

down your Spirit…”) 
ii. Consecration (“…This is 

My Body …”) 
t. Communion Rite 

i. Our Father 
ii. Sign of Peace 

iii. Lamb of God (“Agnus 
Dei”) 

iv. Communion 
v. Clearing the Altar 
u. Prayer after Communion 

 

v. (Announcements) 
w. Dismissal 
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The Specifics of Altar Serving 

Scheduling & Before Leaving Home: 
1. All scheduling is done through Ministry Scheduler Pro, an online 

program that can be accessed through the parish website.  You 
should get emails to remind you when you are scheduled to 
serve and you will be able to use the website to either request 
a sub or to fill in for someone else. 

2. Arrive in the sacristy 15 minutes before the start of Mass (and 
please, no later than 10 minutes!). This allows for time for 
recollection and also to check that everything is ready. It also 
gives the sacristan a chance to look for subs, which needs to be 
done 5-8 minutes before Mass to give the alternates time to 
prepare spiritually, mentally, and physically. 

3. Dress: think “dignified” and “reverent.” You’re assisting at the 
liturgy which makes Jesus Christ physically present!!! This is the 
most important thing that Catholics do together - your dress 
should reflect this! Slacks and dress shoes reflect the dignity of 
the Mass, and any makeup or jewelry should be modest. Be 
mindful that while you may like certain clothing, hairstyles, 
and/or jewelry, anything that distracts from the Mass is not in 
keeping with the goal of altar serving.  

4. Pro tip: excellent altar servers read and reflect upon the 
readings before Mass so that they can pray better during Mass. 
Go to www.usccb.org/bible/readings/ and click on the calendar 
of the upcoming Sunday to find the Mass readings. Several apps 
- Laudate, iBreviary, etc. - are also good resources for this. 

 

 

 

Preparing to Serve (at church, before Mass) 
1. Upon arriving, come to the sacristy and don an appropriately 

sized alb and the correct cincture. The alb should touch the top 
of your shoes (before cinctured). For the cincture color, check 
the Ordo (or altar cloth). 

2. Ask the presider: today is there anything different from a 
“normal” Sunday? (e.g. a Baptism) 

3. Check the sacristy, credence table, and server seats to make 
sure that all the items you need for Mass are set out and ready 
to use. The altar candles should be lit at this point. A nice 
tradition is to light the candle closest to the Tabernacle first, 
then the next closest and so on, doing the same on the other 
side as well. This is symbolic of the light of Christ spreading 
forth from His Body. 

4. Five minutes before Mass is to start, take the crucifix and 
candles to the front doors of the church.  The candle bearers 
light their candles and all wait in front of the hospitality room 
for the prayer by the priest. This is a time to spiritually gather 
oneself for the important work of assisting at the Mass. 

5. After the prayer by the priest and any announcements, the 
crucifix and candle bearers line up in a straight line between the 
last row of pews and face the doors of the Church.  The crucifix 
is held straight (vertically) and the candles are held at equal 
height (think “unison in movement”). 

http://www.usccb.org/bible/readings/
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Note Bene (N.B.): 
Opposite page: notice everything is ready to go in the sanctuary, 

from the lit candles to the Book of the Gospels stand on the altar 

to the Roman Missal behind the presider’s chair to the small book 

for the presider’s introduction and concluding prayers for the 

Prayers of the Faithful to the Lectionary on the ambo and the 

petitions right above it. On summer months, the fan should be 

turned to medium. Excellent servers might check that the 

Kleenex box on the bottom of the table next to the presider’s 

chair is full. 

 

 

 

Right: The cruet of water, the bowl, and the finger towel are 

present (for the washing of the priest’s hands). The lighter and 

candle lighter with snuffer are available for quick use. The larger 

Missal is available if needed (for priests other than Fr. Kevin, 

should they prefer a larger text – ask them before Mass, as well 

as where to place the Missal on the altar). At the same time, a 

few things are out of place and missing. The water would be 

better situated next to the bowl, the stand for the Book of the 

Gospels should be out on the altar and the large corporal is 

missing. Better go grab those before Mass starts!



12 
 

Part I: The Introductory Rite 
The opening hymn and procession unites the Church community and 

draws our attention to the coming presence of Christ made manifest 

in Word and Sacrament. Singing is praying twice! 

1. When directed by the presider, the crucifix and candles turn 
around and slowly process (~15 seconds) to the front of the 
Church. Think “dignified” or “regal,” like you’re escorting a King 
to His throne (viz. Jesus Christ our King to the altar!). Once the 
crucifix and candle bearers reach the steps of the sanctuary, all 
three pause slightly, then bow their heads (i.e. it will look like a 
head “nod”).  

2. Then, moving at the same time, the crucifix goes right, stepping 
in front of the candle bearers, and the candle bearers move left. 
The crucifix bearer continues walking around the sanctuary to 
behind the reredos to place the crucifix in its stand. The candle 
bearers walk in unison until they are in line with their respective 
candle stands. Once in line, then they enter the sanctuary, up 
the steps, and place their candles in their respective stands. The 
candle bearers then exit the sanctuary by descending the steps 
next to the railing and they proceed to their seats by walking 
behind the sanctuary. They bow (in unison) toward the altar 
when crossing the midline of the church. 

While this is taking place, Lector will place the Book of the Gospels 
on the Altar, then bow towards the altar and exit the sanctuary 
towards his/her seat. At the same time, the Presider will reach the 
sanctuary and bow or genuflect. The priest will walk up the steps 
to reverence the altar with a kiss, and then move to his chair to 
begin the Sign of the Cross, the Greeting, and the Penitential Rite 
(“I confess…” and/or “Lord, have mercy…), followed by the Gloria 
(except in Advent and Lent).  

3. During the last lines of the Gloria (“…You alone are the Holy 
One…”), or, during Advent/Lent, at “…Christ have Mercy…”, the 
crucifix bearer brings the Roman Missal and stands in front of 
the priest, holding the Missal for the Collect.  Tall servers should 
remember to stand to the side of the priest and extend the 
book in front of the priest with their arms. Be sure that the 
priest can keep his body and head facing forward (toward the 
body of the congregation) rather than to the side. After the 
prayer, the crucifix bearer reverently closes the Missal, returns 
it with two hands to the table behind the priest, and walks “with 
dignity” to his/her seat.  

4. As a general rule in altar serving, the goal is to have everything 
ready for the priest so he does not need to pause 
unnecessarily. While moments of silence are very important in 
Mass, these should be “still” moments, i.e. moments without 
any movement. Arriving just before needed helps this goal. 

Further Reflection 
1) Why does the crucifix lead the profession? Why do the 

candles flank it? 

2) Why does the priest (and all the ministers) bow or genuflect at 

this point in the Mass? 

3) Why does the priest kiss the altar? 

Visual/Verbal Cues 

“…You Alone are the Holy One…”  

(near the end of the Gloria) 

(During Advent/Lent: “…Christ have mercy…”) 
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Part II: The Liturgy of the Word 
When the Word of God is proclaimed, Christ becomes present among His 

people! The Liturgy of the Word begins with the First Reading, which for most 

of the year describes the story of God’s love for the Israelite people despite 

their infidelity. (During Easter, the First Reading is from the Acts of the 

Apostles.) It continues with the Psalm, which are songs that Jesus Himself 

would have known and sung - you can imagine yourself singing with Him by 

your side! Then the Second Reading, usually an epistle of Paul, describes the 

early Christian community’s faith in Jesus. Finally, the Gospel is proclaimed. 

We stand and process with the Gospel because the Book of the Gospels 

records the life, death, and Resurrection of Christ (i.e. the Paschal Mystery), 

to whom we come to worship and adore. 

1. When the music starts for the Gospel Acclamation (“Alleluia” or 
“Praise to You” during Lent), the candle bearers stand and walk 
(with “dignity” and “reverence”) behind the sanctuary. They 
bow in unison toward the altar when the reach the midline of 
the church. They continue around the sanctuary to the stairs by 
the railing and walk up to the ambo where they pick up their 
candles.  The temptation is to walk quickly to this spot - resist 
this urge! There is plenty of time to get there and there is no 
need to rush. Candle bearers then move in unison (and “with 
dignity”) to the two back corners of the carpet, where they face 
the doors of the church and wait for the priest. 

2. When the priest begins to turn (usually during the Gospel 
antiphon), the candle bearers both turn.  The candle bearer 
closer to the ambo walks first (with “dignity”) so that he/she 
moves shoulder-to-shoulder to the other candle bearer. Once 
side by side, both candle bearers walk in unison (and “with 
dignity”), with candles at the same height, leading the presider 
around the altar. 

3. When both candle bearers reach the ambo, each candle bearer 
stands in front of his/her candle stand and faces the back 

wall.  Once the priest walks past the servers they turn to face 
each other while continuing to hold their candles vertically and 
at the same height. Here is where it is especially helpful to have 
read the readings before Mass: it is a great time to reflect on 
the mystery of Christ’s life, teaching, and call to be His disciples. 

4. After the congregation responds “Praise to You, Lord Jesus 
Christ” at the end of the Gospel, the candle bearers gently put 
their candles in their stands and return to their seats, making 
sure to walk (“with dignity”) behind the sanctuary, and bowing 
toward the altar at the midline point behind the sanctuary. 

After the Homily, the Creed is recited, then the priest recites an 
introduction to the last part of the Liturgy of the Word, the Prayers 
of the Faithful (also called the “Universal Prayers” or “General 
Intercessions” or simply “Petitions”). This introduction is kept in a 
small binder by the presider’s chair. After the Prayers of the Faithful 
are spoken by a Deacon (or by a Lector when no Deacon is present), 
the priest leads the congregation in prayer, which is also in the 
small binder. At St. Joseph’s, Fr. Kevin prefers to hold this himself. 
Be aware that other in other parishes, you may be expected to hold 
this for the priest. 

 

Visual/Verbal Cues 

Singing of “Alleluia” (or “Praise to You, Lord 

Jesus Christ”) 

The Priest, holding Gospel, begins to turn  
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Part III: The Liturgy of the Eucharist 
Extra attention to detail and reverence is called for as we enter into 
this most sublime part of the Mass. 

The responsibilities for the Preparation of the Altar are as follows: 

1. As a general rule, when you carry something to the altar, you 
do so with two hands and you don’t bow. BUT after you place 
something on the altar and before you turn to go get something 
else, you do fold your hands in prayer position and make a slight 
head bow (i.e. looks like a “nod”). This is a sign of reverence for 
what is about to take place. We keep this gesture minimal (i.e.  
a head bow rather than full-body bow as in other parts of the 
Mass) so as not to bring attention to ourselves and therefore 
distract the congregation in their prayers before the altar. 

2. One candle bearer carries (in two hands) the corporal to the 
altar and a second candle bearer follows (with hands folded). 
Both servers gently unfold the corporal on the altar.  The 
corporal is reverently placed in the middle of the altar with the 
small red crucifix closest to where the priest will stand. If the 
red cross seems to be on the “underside” of the corporal, this 
is okay. Leave it as it is (i.e. don’t turn it over). We want to avoid 
“shaking out” particles of consecrated hosts that may be 
present from a previous Mass. Once this is set, both servers 
make a slight head bow and return to the reredos. 

3. The crucifix bearer brings (with two hands) the Roman Missal 
and places it on the altar. He/she sets it to the “Blessed be you, 
O Lord…” page and, before turning to leave, makes a small head 
bow. (Fr. Kevin prefers the smaller Missal and he likes it placed 
“front and center,” i.e. in the middle along the front edge. 
Other priests may prefer “10 o’clock,” which is angled and 
slightly to the left of center. If not Fr. Kevin, you’ll want to ask 
the presider before Mass where he’d like the Missal, if he’d like 

the one with larger print, and if he’d like a Missal stand. This 
can be found in the sacristy.) 

4. One candle bearer carries the gold tray with the cups.  The tray 
with cups goes to the right edge of the altar, leaving about nine 
inches from the front edge of the altar. You’ll need this space 
for the chalice and the cruet of water. Be sure the purificators 
are accessible (i.e. on the edge of the tray closest to the Missal 
and the priest). Make a slight head bow before leaving. 

5. The crucifix bearer brings the priest’s chalice to the altar. 
He/she places it next to the purificators by the corner of the 
gold tray. If there is a cross on the base of the chalice, turn this 
toward where the priest will stand. Head bow (hands clasped). 

6. The other candle bearer brings the cruet of water and places it 
to the right of the chalice, handle toward the priest. Head bow. 

Once the altar is set, the servers stand behind the sanctuary next to 
the reredos and wait for the priest (think “dignified,” i.e. upright 
posture, hands clasped, attentive). This is during the offertory, the time 
for all present to offer themselves spiritually, and their gifts, as well as 
any financial contributions or canned goods, in thanksgiving to God for 
God’s blessings in their lives. It is a time for the altar servers to think 
of what they are offering to God this Mass. 

7. Once the priest stands to receive the gifts, the servers follow, 
standing on either side of the priest. This is the only time altar 
servers should “cut through” the sanctuary, and the only time 
a bow towards the altar is not needed. This is because the 
servers are attending to the gifts as if their hands are full. 
Additionally, since they have been setting the altar they may 
think of themselves as already in the sanctuary not “cutting 
through” or walking past, so there is no need to “re-bow.” 
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8. The servers bring the gifts to the altar. The ciborium with hosts 
should be arranged so that three go across the middle of the 
large corporal, between the crucifix and the Missal, leaving 
room for the fourth ciborium (if in use), which goes between 
the row of three and the Missal. The carafe of wine is placed 
next to the cruet of water in the bottom right hand corner of 
the altar with the handle out toward the priest. 

9. The crucifix bearer remains standing at the corner of the altar 
nearest the cups, and waits for the priest to finishing pouring 
the wine.  As soon as the priest is done pouring, the altar server 
should reach out to the priest for the empty carafe, and after 
giving a slight head bow, return the carafe (in two hands) to the 
credence table.  This server then returns to his/her seat. 

10. The candle bearers go to the credence table and pick up the 
lavabo dish and finger towel (which is “opened” for easier use). 
They then move to the waiting area behind the sanctuary. The 
priest will bless the bread and wine with words, “Blessed are 
You, Lord God....” After completing this, the priest will bow to 
the altar. As soon as the priest sets the chalice back on the altar, 
the candle bearers will enter the sanctuary and stand at the 
edge of the altar nearest the cups. The server with the dish 
stands closest to the altar and the server with the unfolded 
towel stands next to him/her.  The server with the dish then 
picks up the cruet of water and pours it over the priest’s fingers.  
The server with the towel then offers the towel to the priest to 
dry his fingers.  (It is good practice to “open” the towel for the 
priest.) The priest will likely bow (in thanks) to the servers, who 
bow in return. There is great solemnity here: the priest just 
asked God that his sins be washed away so he can offer a pure 
sacrifice on behalf of the people! The server with the dish takes 
the cruet of water and both return (with “dignity”) to the 
credence table and then their seats. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Visual/Verbal Cues 

Priest sits (prep altar) 

Priest stands to receive gifts 

Priest sets chalice back on altar 
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Notice the small red cross is towards the 

priest, the Missal opened to “Blessed are 

you…”, the purificators easily accessible, the 

cruets with handles toward the priest, and the 

chalice and ciborium in a neat arrangement. 
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Eucharistic Prayer 

1. During the Eucharistic prayer, all the altar servers kneel in their 
pew. The crucifix bearer kneels at the end of the pew where the 
bells are located.  During the epiclesis, which is when the priest 
calls upon God to send the Holy Spirit upon the gifts 
(“…Therefore, make these gifts holy by sending the Holy Spirit 
upon them…”), the crucifix bearer rings the bells at the words 
“Holy Spirit” for three full seconds (“One one-thousand, two 
one-thousand, three one-thousand”). Let the bells “finish” 
ringing (about 5 seconds) before setting them on the padding. 

2. During the consecration, i.e. when the bread and wine are 
raised during the Eucharistic prayer, the crucifix bearer again 
rings the bells for a full three seconds (“One one-thousand…”) 
allowing a full one-second pause between each ring. Really go 
for it here! Doing this well will sound very loud where you are, 
but up in the balcony and in the rest of the church, it will be a 
perfect volume. After each of the three moments (i.e. epiclesis, 
bread, and wine) and before setting the bells on the padding, 
let them “finish” ringing (about 5 seconds). 

During Communion 

1. After receiving communion, the two candle bearers 
immediately and prayerfully enter the sanctuary to retrieve the 
golden tray and the Roman Missal. The golden tray is carried to 
the credence table; the small Roman Missal goes on the table 
behind the presider’s chair. (If the large Missal is used, it goes 
on the reredos railing.) The corporal and extra ciborium are left 
on the altar. Rather than “cutting” through the communion 
line, these two servers are to kneel in prayer behind the 
reredos, keeping in mind that they can still be seen. 

2. Once the distribution of communion is finished and the priest 
or extraordinary minister of the Eucharist carries the 

remaining hosts to the tabernacle, the two candle bearers 
along with the extraordinary ministers of the Eucharist may 
return to their seats. The crucifix bearer (i.e. one server) 
approaches the altar to retrieve the corporal. Just as in 
retrieving the gifts before communion, the server DOES NOT 
bow before retrieving the corporal. This server carefully folds 
the corporal, being especially mindful that fragments of 
Christ’s Body may have been dropped onto the cloth. The 
corporal is returned (with “dignity” and two hands) to the 
credence table. It may be placed on top of the large Missal. 
This server then returns to his/her seat. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Visual/Verbal Cues 

 “…Therefore, make these gifts holy 

by sending the Holy Spirit upon 

them...” (FYI: the priest’s hands will turn 

from “orans” to over the offerings) 

Priest raises Body 

Priest raises Blood 

Communion finished, extra hosts 

taken to Tabernacle 
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N.B. The credence table should be kept clear so 

that vessels can be purified. All items (except 

golden tray, cups, chalice, and water cruet) 

should be on the reredos ledge.  
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N.B. The position of the golden tray, the cups 

(closest to the reredos), the chalice, and the 

ciborium (nearest the edges) makes it easier 

for the priest to purify the vessels. The water 

cruet is just behind the chalice (for right-

handed priests) and the single purificator on 

the far side of the golden tray. 

Also, in keeping the credence table cleared, 

notice where the wine carafe is placed. 
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Part III: The Liturgy of the Eucharist (continued) 
3. If there is a distribution of communion for the homebound, the 

priest will call those ministers forward for a prayer. At the end 
of the prayer, one of the candle bearers will reverently meet 
the priest on the way back to his chair, take the silver tray from 
him (in two hands), and return it to the credence table/reredos 
area. This server then returns to his/her seat for the final prayer 
and blessing. 

4. When the priest says “Let us pray…” the crucifix bearer 

reverently retrieves the Roman Missal and brings it to the 

priest, holding it as he/she did at the beginning of Mass.  After 

the prayer, he/she (with two hands) sets the Missal on the table 

behind the presider and reverently returns to his/her seat. 

 

Part IV: The Concluding Rite 
The Mass is nearly over. All have received the Body and Blood of Christ. Christ 

now dwells inside each of us. Now our task is to go forth and share the Good 

News with all those we meet! 

1. The priest says, “The Lord be with you…” and then blesses the people. 

2. When the closing hymn begins, the servers retrieve the crucifix 

and the candles: the candle bearers bow towards the altar at 

the church midline and then continue to walk behind the 

sanctuary all the way to the railing, then up the stairs to the 

candles. All three servers line up next to the front row of pews 

and face the altar. (The crucifix flanked by two candles on either 

side.) The priest kisses the altar and then comes down the steps 

to the front of the altar.  As the priest bows or genuflects, the 

servers head bow (i.e. “nod” of the head), and as the priest 

turns so do the servers turn and proceed down the aisle to the 

doors of the church, walking with “dignity,” as they lead the 

people in proclaiming Christ to the world. 

There is a tradition in the Catholic Church of the presider bowing to the 
crucifix after Mass, and saying, “Prosit,” which translates, “May it be to 
your benefit.” The proper response is, “Pro omnibus et singulis,” which 
means, “For all and for each.” This is an ancient prayer reminding the 
priest and ministers that the Mass is celebrated for the benefit of each 
person and the community as a whole. 

3. Once the crucifix bearer and candle bearers have made it down 
the aisle, they will move to stand in front of the Moreau statue 
(just as at the beginning of Mass). Fr. Kevin will bow to the 
crucifix and say “Prosit,” to which all three servers respond, 
“Pro omnibus et singulis.” Then candles may be extinguished.

Visual/Verbal Cues 

Priest finishes prayer for communion 

ministers for the homebound 

Priest says “Let us pray…” (or as he 

begins to stand) 

Priest bows or genuflects 

Priest turns 

“Prosit” (“Pro omnibus et singulis”) 
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After Mass 
1. The servers should wait in the back of the church until the closing hymn finishes.  

2. When the hymn is finished, the candle bearers return to the sanctuary (with “dignity”) to place their candles in their stands.  The crucifix 
bearer returns the crucifix (with “reverence”) to its stand and then takes the candle snuffer and extinguishes the altar candles (with 
“reverence”). While this is not technically part of Mass, excellent servers appreciate the sacredness of what just happened, the coming of 
Jesus Christ in Word and Sacrament and the reception of God by the People of God, strengthening the Body of Christ not just here but across 
the world and throughout all time.  

3. After returning to the sacristy and neatly hanging up their albs and cinctures, the servers may depart.  

 

 

 

 

Further Reflections 
1) What surprised you as you read through these directives? 

2) What do you think or is your experience of the most difficult part of being an altar server? What is the easiest? 

3) What is one area of altar serving upon which you’d like to focus this coming year? 
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CONGRATS!!! YOU MADE IT THROUGH A VERY DETAILED EXPLANATION OF HOW ALTAR SERVERS 
FUNCTION AT ST. JOSEPH PARISH IN SOUTH BEND. THIS IS A VERY SPECIAL TASK THAT REQUIRES 

GREAT ATTENTION TO DETAIL AND ABOVE ALL, GREAT REVERENCE. THANK YOU FOR SERVING IN SUCH 
AN IMPORTANT MINISTRY FOR THIS PARISH AND THE WORLDWIDE CHURCH! 
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Appendix I:  Scriptural References in the Mass 
(From https://aleteia.org/2017/08/12/who-says-catholics-dont-hear-

the-bible-at-mass/) 

Here are more than 40 instances in which Catholics recite or reference 
Scripture (by order of appearance) within the context of the Mass: 

Introductory Rites 

1. In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit 
(Mt 28:19). 

2. Amen (1 Chr 16:36). 
3. The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God, and the 

communion of the Holy Spirit be with you all (2 Cor 13:13).  
4. Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 

Christ (Eph 1:2). 
5. The Lord be with you (Ruth 2:4; 2 Tim 4:22). And with your 

spirit. 

Penitential Act 

1. I confess to almighty God (Jas 5:16), and to you, my brothers 
and sisters, that I have greatly sinned (1 Chr 21:8), in my 
thoughts and in my words (Psalm 19:15), in what I have done 
and in what I have failed to do (Jas 3:5; Jas 4:17), through my 
own fault, through my fault, through my most grievous fault 
(Jas 5:16); therefore I ask blessed Mary, ever virgin, all the 
angels and saints, and you, my brothers and sisters, to pray for 
me to the Lord our God (1 Thess 5:25). 

2. May almighty God have mercy on us, forgive our sins, and bring 
us to everlasting life (1 Jn 1:9). Amen. 

3. Lord, have mercy. Christ, have mercy. Lord, have mercy (Tob 
8:4; 1 Tim 1:2). 

Gloria 

1. Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to people of 
good will (Lk 2:14). We praise you, we bless you, we adore you, 
we glorify you (Rev 7:12), we give you thanks for your great 
glory, Lord God, heavenly King, O God, almighty Father (Rev 
19:6). Lord Jesus Christ, Only Begotten Son, Lord God, Lamb of 
God, Son of the Father (2 Jn 3), you take away the sins of the 
world, have mercy on us (Jn 1:29); you take away the sins of the 
world, receive our prayer; you are seated at the right hand of 
the Father (Rom 8:34), have mercy on us. For you alone are the 
Holy One (Lk 4:34), you alone are the Lord (Ps 83: 19; Rev 15:4), 
you alone are the Most High, Jesus Christ (Lk 1:32) with the Holy 
Spirit, in the glory of God the Father. Amen (Jn 14:26). 

Profession of Faith 

1. I believe in God, the Father almighty, maker of heaven and 
earth (Gen 14:19), of all things visible and invisible (Col 1:16). I 
believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the Only Begotten Son of God 
(Jn 1:18), born of the Father before all ages (Lk 1:35), God from 
God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not 
made, consubstantial with the Father; through him all things 
were made (Jn 1:1-4). For us men and for our salvation he came 
down from heaven, and became man (Jn 3:13), and by the Holy 
Spirit was incarnate of the Virgin Mary, and became man (Mt 
1:18). For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate (Jn. 
19:16); he suffered death and was buried, and rose again on the 
third day in accordance with the Scriptures (1 Cor. 15:3-4). He 
ascended into heaven (Lk 24:51) and is seated at the right hand 
of the Father (Col 3:1). He will come again in glory to judge the 
living and the dead (2 Tim. 4:1), and his kingdom will have no 
end (Lk 1:33). I believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of 
Life, who proceeds from the Father (Jn 15:26) and the Son, who 
with the Father and the Son he adored and glorified (Jn 14:16), 
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who spoken through the Prophets (1 Pet 1:10-11). I believe in 
one holy catholic and apostolic Church (Mt 16:18). I confess one 
baptism for the forgiveness of sins (Acts 2:38; Eph 4:4-6), and I 
look forward to the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the 
world to come (Rom 6:5). Amen.  

Preparation of the Altar 

1. Blessed are you, Lord, God of all creation (1 Chr 29:10; Ps 89:53; 
Rom 9:5) for through your goodness we have received the 
bread we offer you: fruit of the earth (Jas 5:7) and work of 
human hands, (Qo 3:13), it will become for us the bread of life 
(Jn 6:35). Blessed are you, Lord, God of all creation, for through 
your goodness we have received the wine we offer you: fruit of 
the vine and work of human hands, it will become our spiritual 
drink (Lk 22:17-18). 

2. Blessed be God forever (Ps 68:36). 
3. Pray, brethren, that our sacrifice may be acceptable to God, the 

almighty Father (Heb 12:28). 
4. May the Lord accept this sacrifice at your hands for the praise 

and glory of his name, for our good and the good of all his holy 
Church (Ps 50:23). 

5. The Lord be with you; And with your spirit; Lift up your hearts; 
We lift them up to the Lord (Lam 3:41). 

6. Let us give thanks to the Lord our God (Col 3:17). 
7. It is right and just (Col 1:3). 
8. It is truly right and just, our duty and salvation, always and 

everywhere to give you thanks, Father most holy, through your 
beloved Son (Col 1:13), Jesus Christ, your Word through whom 
you made all things (Jn 1:3), whom you sent as our Savior and 
Redeemer, incarnate by the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin 
(Gal 4:4; Mt 1:18; Lk 1:26-35). Fulfilling your will and gaining for 
you a holy people (1 Peter 2:9), he stretched out his hands (Is 
65:2; Rom 10:21) as he endures his Passion, so as to break the 
bonds of death (2 Tim 1:10) and manifest the resurrection. And 

so, with the Angels and all the Saints we declare your glory, as 
with one voice we acclaim … 

Sanctus & Eucharistic Prayer 

1. Holy, holy, holy, Lord, God hosts (Is 6:3; Rev 4:8). Heaven and 
earth are full of your glory. Hosanna in the highest. Blessed is 
he who comes in the name of the Lord (Mt 21:9; Mk 11:9-10). 
Hosanna in the highest (Is 6:3). 

2. To you, therefore, most merciful Father, we make humble 
prayer and petition through Jesus Christ, your Son, our Lord 
(Eph 5:20): that you accept and bless these gifts, these 
offerings, these holy and unblemished sacrifices (2 Macc 1:26), 
which we offer you firstly for your holy catholic Church. Be 
pleased to grant her peace, to guard, unite and govern her 
throughout the whole world, together with your servant 
Francis our Pope, and N. our Bishop, and all those who, holding 
to the truth, hand on the catholic and apostolic faith (Jn 17:21; 
Acts 2:42). 

3. Remember, Lord, your servants N. and N. and all gathered here, 
whose faith and devotion are known to you. For them, we offer 
you this sacrifice of praise or they offer to for themselves and 
all who are dear to them: for the redemption of their souls, in 
hope of health and well-being, and paying their homage to you, 
the eternal God, living and true (Ps 106:4-5; Heb 13:15). 

4. In communion with those whose memory we venerate, 
especially the glorious ever-Virgin Mary, mother of our God and 
Lord, Jesus Christ, and blessed Joseph, her spouse, your blessed 
apostles and martyrs, Peter and Paul, Andrew, and all your 
saints; we ask that through their merits and prayers (1 Tim 2:1), 
in all things we may be defended by your protecting help. (Mt 
1:2-16; Lk 16:9; 1 Cor 12:12, 20f; Rev 5:8). 

5. Therefore, Lord, we pray: graciously accept this oblation of our 
service, that of your whole family; order our days in your peace, 
and command that we be delivered from eternal damnation 
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and counted among the flock of those you have chosen (Acts 
20:28). 

6. Be pleased, O God, we pray, to bless, acknowledge, and 
approve this offering in every respect (Gen 4:4); make it 
spiritual and acceptable, so that it may become for us the Body 
and Blood of your most beloved son, our Lord Jesus Christ. 

7. On the day before he was to suffer, he took bread in his holy 
and venerable hands, and with eyes raised to heaven to you, O 
God, his almighty Father, giving you thanks, he said the 
blessing, broke the bread and gave it to his disciples says: Take 
this, all of you, and eat of it, for this is my Body, which will be 
given up for you (Mt 26:26-28). 

8. In a similar way, when supper was ended, he took this precious 
chalice in his holy and venerable hands, and once more giving 
thanks, he said the blessing and gave the chalice to his disciples 
saying: Take this, all of you, and drink from it, for this is my 
Blood, the Blood of the new and eternal covenant, which will 
be poured out for you and for many for the forgiveness of sins. 
Do this in memory of me (Mt 26:26-28). 

9. The mystery of faith (1 Tim 3:16). 
10. Therefore, O Lord, as we celebrate the memorial of the blessed 

Passion, the resurrection from the dead, and the glorious 
ascension into heaven of Christ, your son, our Lord, we, your 
servants and your holy people, offer to your glorious majesty 
from the gifts that you have given us, this pure victim, this holy 
victim, this spotless victim (1 Pet 1:18-21), the holy Bread of 
eternal life and the chalice of everlasting salvation (Jn 6:54). 

11. Be pleased to look upon these offerings with a serene and 
kindly countenance, and to accept them, as once you were 
pleased to accept the gifts of your servant Abel (Gen 4:4) the 
just, the sacrifice of Abraham, our father in faith (Gen 22:12), 
and the offering of your high priest Melchizedek (Gen 14:18), a 
holy sacrifice, a spotless victim (1 Pet 1: 19). 

12. In humble prayer we ask you, almighty God: command that 
these gifts be borne by the hands of your holy Angel to your 

altar on high in the sight of your divine majesty (Rev 8:3-4), so 
that all of us, who through this participation at the altar receive 
the most holy Body and Blood of your Son, may be filled with 
grace and heavenly blessing (Eph 1:3). 

13. Though we are sinners, we trust in your mercy and love. Do not 
consider what we truly deserve, but grant us your forgiveness 
(Ps 25:7). 

14. Through him you give us all these gifts. You fill them with life 
and goodness, you bless them and make them holy (Ps 104:27-
28). 

The Our Father & Doxology 

1. The Our Father prayer is recited. (Mt 6:9-13). 
2. Deliver us, Lord, from every evil and grant us peace in our day. 

In your mercy, keep us free from sin and protect us from all 
anxiety as we wait in joyful hope for the coming of our Savior, 
Jesus Christ. (Jn 17:15). 

3. Through him, and with him, and in him (Rom 11:36), O God, 
almighty Father, in the unity of the Holy Spirit (Eph 4:3), all glory 
and honor is yours (Eph 3:20-21; Rev 4:11), for ever and ever. 
Amen. 

Agnus Dei & Sign of Peace 

1. Lord Jesus Christ, you said to your apostles: I leave you peace, 
my peace I give you. Look not on our sins but on the faith of 
your Church, and grant us the peace and unity of your kingdom 
where you live forever and ever (Jn 14:27). The peace of the 
Lord be with you always (Jn 20:19). Let us offer each other the 
sign of peace (Rom 16:16; 1 Cor 16:20; 2 Cor 13:12; 1 Thes 5:26; 
1 Pet 5:14). 

2. Lamb of God, you take away the sins of the world, have mercy 
on us; Lamb of God, you take away the sins of the world, grant 
us peace (Jn 1:29). 
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The Eucharist 

1. May this mingling of the Body and Blood of our Lord Jesus Christ 
bring eternal life to us who receive it (Jn 6:54). 

2. Behold the Lamb of God, behold him who takes away the sins 
of the world (Jn 1:29). Blessed are those called to the supper of 
the Lamb (Rev 19:9).  

3. Lord, I am not worthy that you should enter under my roof, but 
only say the word and my soul shall be healed (Mt 8:8; Lk 7:6-
7). 

Blessing & Dismissal 

1. The Lord be with you; And with your spirit (Ruth 2:4). 
2. May almighty God bless you, the Father, and the Son, and the 

Holy Spirit (Lk 24:51). 
3. Go in the peace of Christ (Lk 7:50). Go and announce the Gospel 

of the Lord (Mk 16:15). Go in peace, glorifying the Lord by your 
life (1 Cor 10:31; 1 Pet 4:11). 

4. Thanks be to God (2 Cor. 9:15). 

As you can see from the previous 125 biblical references (which do not 
include those used in alternate forms of the Mass), the Scriptures are 
uniquely presented to each congregant. (Special thank you to these 
fantastic sources: Pope John Paul II Society; Companions of the Cross; 
Catholic Bible 101.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Challenge For You: 
Pick one passage each week to look up in a Bible so 

that when that particular phrase occurs during Mass, 

you know the context of the passage (i.e. who said it 

and why they said it). See if you can figure out why the 

early Church placed this passage in the Mass where 

they did. This sort of Scripture study will both help you 

pay more careful attention during Mass and it will 

likely enhance your prayer experience while at Mass. 

As you can see in this appendix, the Mass is saturated 

with Scriptural references. 

http://www.pjpiisoe.org/
http://www.companionscross.org/
http://www.catholicbible101.com/
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Appendix II: The Early Church’s Understanding of 

the Eucharist 
These are quotes from the early Church Fathers regarding the Real 

Presence of Christ in the Eucharist.   

(From https://www.churchfathers.org/the-real-presence) 

 

Irenaeus 

“He took from among creation that which is bread, and gave thanks, 

saying, ‘This is my body.’ The cup likewise, which is from among the 

creation to which we belong, he confessed to be his blood. He taught 

the new sacrifice of the new covenant, of which Malachi, one of the 

twelve [minor] prophets, had signified beforehand: ‘You do not do my 

will, says the Lord Almighty, and I will not accept a sacrifice at your 

hands. For from the rising of the sun to its setting my name is glorified 

among the Gentiles, and in every place incense is offered to my name, 

and a pure sacrifice; for great is my name among the Gentiles, says the 

Lord Almighty’ [Mal. 1:10–11]. By these words he makes it plain that 

the former people will cease to make offerings to God; but that in every 

place sacrifice will be offered to him, and indeed, a pure one, for his 

name is glorified among the Gentiles” (Against Heresies 4:17:5 [A.D. 

189]). 

“If the Lord were from other than the Father, how could he rightly take 

bread, which is of the same creation as our own, and confess it to be 

his body and affirm that the mixture in the cup is his blood?” (Against 

Heresies 4:33–32 [A.D. 189]). 

“He has declared the cup, a part of creation, to be his own blood, from 

which he causes our blood to flow; and the bread, a part of creation, 

he has established as his own body, from which he gives increase unto 

our bodies. When, therefore, the mixed cup [wine and water] and the 

baked bread receives the Word of God and becomes the Eucharist, the 

body of Christ, and from these the substance of our flesh is increased 

and supported, how can they say that the flesh is not capable of 

receiving the gift of God, which is eternal life—flesh which is nourished 

by the body and blood of the Lord, and is in fact a member of him?” 

(ibid., 5:2). 

 

Ignatius of Antioch 

“I have no taste for corruptible food nor for the pleasures of this life. I 

desire the bread of God, which is the flesh of Jesus Christ, who was of 

the seed of David; and for drink I desire his blood, which is love 

incorruptible” (Letter to the Romans 7:3 [A.D. 110]). 

“Take note of those who hold heterodox opinions on the grace of Jesus 

Christ which has come to us, and see how contrary their opinions are 

to the mind of God. . . . They abstain from the Eucharist and from 

prayer because they do not confess that the Eucharist is the flesh of 

our Savior Jesus Christ, flesh which suffered for our sins and which that 

Father, in his goodness, raised up again. They who deny the gift of God 

are perishing in their disputes” (Letter to the Smyrnaeans 6:2–7:1 [A.D. 

110]). 

 

Justin Martyr 

“We call this food Eucharist, and no one else is permitted to partake of 

it, except one who believes our teaching to be true and who has been 

washed in the washing which is for the remission of sins and for 

regeneration [i.e., has received baptism] and is thereby living as Christ 

enjoined. For not as common bread nor common drink do we receive 

https://www.churchfathers.org/the-real-presence
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these; but since Jesus Christ our Savior was made incarnate by the 

word of God and had both flesh and blood for our salvation, so too, as 

we have been taught, the food which has been made into the Eucharist 

by the Eucharistic prayer set down by him, and by the change of which 

our blood and flesh is nurtured, is both the flesh and the blood of that 

incarnated Jesus” (First Apology 66 [A.D. 151]). 

 

Clement of Alexandria 

“’Eat my flesh,’ [Jesus] says, ‘and drink my blood.’ The Lord supplies us 

with these intimate nutrients, he delivers over his flesh and pours out 

his blood, and nothing is lacking for the growth of his children” (The 

Instructor of Children 1:6:43:3 [A.D. 191]). 

 

Tertullian 

“[T]here is not a soul that can at all procure salvation, except it believe 

whilst it is in the flesh, so true is it that the flesh is the very condition 

on which salvation hinges. And since the soul is, in consequence of its 

salvation, chosen to the service of God, it is the flesh which actually 

renders it capable of such service. The flesh, indeed, is washed [in 

baptism], in order that the soul may be cleansed . . . the flesh is 

shadowed with the imposition of hands [in confirmation], that the soul 

also may be illuminated by the Spirit; the flesh feeds [in the Eucharist] 

on the body and blood of Christ, that the soul likewise may be filled 

with God” (The Resurrection of the Dead 8 [A.D. 210]). 

 

 

 

Hippolytus 

“‘And she [Wisdom] has furnished her table’ [Prov. 9:2] . . . refers to his 

[Christ’s] honored and undefiled body and blood, which day by day are 

administered and offered sacrificially at the spiritual divine table, as a 

memorial of that first and ever-memorable table of the spiritual divine 

supper [i.e., the Last Supper]” (Fragment from Commentary on 

Proverbs [A.D. 217]). 

 

Origen 

“Formerly there was baptism in an obscure way . . . now, however, in 

full view, there is regeneration in water and in the Holy Spirit. Formerly, 

in an obscure way, there was manna for food; now, however, in full 

view, there is the true food, the flesh of the Word of God, as he himself 

says: ‘My flesh is true food, and my blood is true drink’ [John 6:55]” 

(Homilies on Numbers 7:2 [A.D. 248]). 

“I wish to admonish you with examples from your religion. You are 

accustomed to take part in the divine mysteries, so you know how, 

when you have received the Body of the Lord, you reverently exercise 

every care lest a particle of it fall and lest anything of the consecrated 

gift perish. You account yourselves guilty, and rightly do you so believe, 

if any of it be lost through negligence.” (Homilies on Exodus 13:3 [A.D. 

244]) 

 

Cyprian of Carthage 

“He [Paul] threatens, moreover, the stubborn and forward, and 

denounces them, saying, ‘Whosoever eats the bread or drinks the cup 

of the Lord unworthily, is guilty of the body and blood of the Lord’ [1 

Cor. 11:27]. All these warnings being scorned and contemned—[lapsed 
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Christians will often take Communion] before their sin is expiated, 

before confession has been made of their crime, before their 

conscience has been purged by sacrifice and by the hand of the priest, 

before the offense of an angry and threatening Lord has been 

appeased, [and so] violence is done to his body and blood; and they sin 

now against their Lord more with their hand and mouth than when 

they denied their Lord” (The Lapsed 15–16 [A.D. 251]). 

 

Council of Nicaea I 

“It has come to the knowledge of the holy and great synod that, in 

some districts and cities, the deacons administer the Eucharist to the 

presbyters [i.e., priests], whereas neither canon nor custom permits 

that they who have no right to offer [the Eucharistic sacrifice] should 

give the Body of Christ to them that do offer [it]” (Canon 18 [A.D. 325]). 

 

Aphraahat the Persian Sage 

“After having spoken thus [at the Last Supper], the Lord rose up from 

the place where he had made the Passover and had given his body as 

food and his blood as drink, and he went with his disciples to the place 

where he was to be arrested. But he ate of his own body and drank of 

his own blood, while he was pondering on the dead. With his own 

hands the Lord presented his own body to be eaten, and before he was 

crucified he gave his blood as drink” (Treatises 12:6 [A.D. 340]). 

 

 

 

 

Cyril of Jerusalem 

“The bread and the wine of the Eucharist before the holy invocation of 

the adorable Trinity were simple bread and wine, but the invocation 

having been made, the bread becomes the body of Christ and the wine 

the blood of Christ” (Catechetical Lectures 19:7 [A.D. 350]). 

“Do not, therefore, regard the bread and wine as simply that; for they 

are, according to the Master’s declaration, the body and blood of 

Christ. Even though the senses suggest to you the other, let faith make 

you firm. Do not judge in this matter by taste, but be fully assured by 

the faith, not doubting that you have been deemed worthy of the body 

and blood of Christ. . . . [Since you are] fully convinced that the 

apparent bread is not bread, even though it is sensible to the taste, but 

the body of Christ, and that the apparent wine is not wine, even though 

the taste would have it so, . . . partake of that bread as something 

spiritual, and put a cheerful face on your soul” (ibid., 22:6, 9). 

 

Ambrose of Milan 

“Perhaps you may be saying, ‘I see something else; how can you assure 

me that I am receiving the body of Christ?’ It but remains for us to 

prove it. And how many are the examples we might use! . . . Christ is in 

that sacrament, because it is the body of Christ” (The Mysteries 9:50, 

58 [A.D. 390]). 

 

Theodore of Mopsuestia 

“When [Christ] gave the bread he did not say, ‘This is the symbol of my 

body,’ but, ‘This is my body.’ In the same way, when he gave the cup 

of his blood he did not say, ‘This is the symbol of my blood,’ but, ‘This 

is my blood’; for he wanted us to look upon the [Eucharistic elements] 
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after their reception of grace and the coming of the Holy Spirit not 

according to their nature, but receive them as they are, the body and 

blood of our Lord. We ought . . . not regard [the elements] merely as 

bread and cup, but as the body and blood of the Lord, into which they 

were transformed by the descent of the Holy Spirit” (Catechetical 

Homilies 5:1 [A.D. 405]). 

Augustine 

“Christ was carried in his own hands when, referring to his own body, 

he said, ‘This is my body’ [Matt. 26:26]. For he carried that body in his 

hands” (Explanations of the Psalms 33:1:10 [A.D. 405]). 

“I promised you [new Christians], who have now been baptized, a 

sermon in which I would explain the sacrament of the Lord’s Table. . . . 

That bread which you see on the altar, having been sanctified by the 

word of God, is the body of Christ. That chalice, or rather, what is in 

that chalice, having been sanctified by the word of God, is the blood of 

Christ” (Sermons 227 [A.D. 411]). 

… 

“What you see is the bread and the chalice; that is what your own eyes 

report to you. But what your faith obliges you to accept is that the 

bread is the body of Christ and the chalice is the blood of Christ. This 

has been said very briefly, which may perhaps be sufficient for faith; 

yet faith does not desire instruction” (ibid., 272). 

 

That bread which you can see on the altar, sanctified by the word of 

God, is the body of Christ. That cup, or rather what the cup contains, 

sanctified by the word of God, is the blood of Christ. It was by means 

of these things that the Lord Christ wished to present us with his body 

and blood, which he shed for our sake for the forgiveness of sins. If you 

receive them well, you are yourselves what you receive - Sermon 227; 

 

Council of Ephesus 

“We will necessarily add this also. Proclaiming the death, according to 

the flesh, of the only-begotten Son of God, that is Jesus Christ, 

confessing his resurrection from the dead, and his ascension into 

heaven, we offer the unbloody sacrifice in the churches, and so go on 

to the mystical thanksgivings, and are sanctified, having received his 

holy flesh and the precious blood of Christ the Savior of us all. And not 

as common flesh do we receive it; God forbid: nor as of a man 

sanctified and associated with the Word according to the unity of 

worth, or as having a divine indwelling, but as truly the life-giving and 

very flesh of the Word himself. For he is the life according to his nature 

as God, and when he became united to his flesh, he made it also to be 

life-giving” (Session 1, Letter of Cyril to Nestorius [A.D. 431]). 

 

 

Note Bene (N.B.): 
Notice the dates of these quotes. From the earliest 

recorded times of Chrisinity, the followers of The Way 

(i.e. Christians) understood the bread and wine of the 

Eucharist to be the Body and Blood of Christ, not a 

symbol of it. The continuity of this early understanding 

is essential in our understanding of the Mass today. 
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Appendix III: Pictorial Self-Assessment 
After this training, you should be able identify what is wrong about each of the following scenes: 
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Appendix IV: Reading the Ordo for Cincture Color 
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Appendix V: Practice Sheets - Draw All the Items to be Placed (or Path to be Taken) 
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Appendix IV: Review Guide for Altar Serving 
I want you to be an excellent server. An excellent server displays consistent reverence, attention to detail, and helpfulness. He or she understands 

his/her purpose in serving and is knowledgeable about the objects and movements within the Mass. Knowing this information does not guarantee 
one will be a good altar server. On the other hand, careful study will help servers be both better prepared and more confident in their ministry. If this 
list of questions and items is intimidating, take a deep breath. It’s okay not to know these right away. Try your best with these questions, and if you 
don’t master them the first time, try and try again. It is in trying to be excellent that the virtue of excellence is honed. And if you answer all of these 
questions perfectly, be careful! Excellent servers do not boast and know there is always more to learn. 
 

1. What is the aim/goal/end of altar serving?  

2. Why do we have altar servers? 

3. What makes an altar server “excellent”? What qualities might a priest appreciate? What qualities might a congregation appreciate? 

4. What does “reverent” mean? 

5. What does walking in a “dignified” manner mean? Why is this important? 

6. When standing or walking without an object in hand, how and where should one’s hands be situated? 

7. How are candles to be held? Why is this important? 

8. How is the crucifix to be held? Why is this important? 

9. What are the four parts of the Mass? 

10. At St. Joseph Parish, at what three times are the bells rung? What are the verbal and visual cues made by the priest for each? 

11. During Ordinary Time, at what moment in the introduction should the Missal be brought to the priest? What are the visual and verbal cues of 
the priest? Does this change during Easter? Lent? Advent? If so, how? 

12. You’re daydreaming and you’re not sure where you are in the Mass. But you’re an experienced server so you know. . .   
a. The priest is holding up a host. Which altar server should be doing something right now? What should he/she be doing? Suppose 

you aren’t able to get the attention of this server quickly. What should you do? When the priest raises the chalice, what should you 
do? 

b. The priest is kissing the altar. What two parts of the Mass could this be? What do the servers need to be doing at this time? 
c. There is a line of people behind the sanctuary. Who are they and what are they doing? What is the next thing you need to do? 
d. The priest has just been sitting and says, “Let us pray.” Where is this in the Mass? In terms of altar servers, what should happen? 

What object(s) is needed? 
e. The priest has been standing and says, “Let us pray.” Where is this in the Mass? What should happen in terms of the altar servers? 

What object(s) is needed? 
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f. You’re near the doors of the church facing the doors. You seem to be carrying something. What two moments could this be? What 
might you be carrying? 

14. You have to teach someone to be an altar server at St. Joseph South Bend. Unfortunately, you can’t get into the church to show your friend 
what to do and where to walk. On the blank sheet of the Sanctuary, show where each of the altar servers needs to walk at the four different 
parts of the Mass. 

15. What questions do you need to ask the priest before Mass (especially if not Fr. Kevin)? What is the only question you need to ask Fr. Kevin 
before Mass? 

16. What pieces need to be in place, and where are they, in order for the Mass to flow smoothly? 

17. Name and describe the function and importance of the following: 
 

Acolyte 
Alb 
Altar 
Altar Cloth 
Ambo 
Batteries 
Bells 
Blood of Christ 
Body of Christ 
Book of the Gospels 
Candle Lighter with Snuffer 
Candle Stands 
Candles 
Censer 
Chalice 
Chasuble 
Ciborium 
Cinture 
Collect 
Concluding Rite 
Corporal 
Crucifix 
Cruet 
Emcee 
Epiclesis 

Ewer 
Extraordinary Minister of the Eucharist 
Finger Towel 
General Intercessions 
Genuflection/Genuflect 
Gifts 
Gloria 
Golden Tray 
Gospel Acclamation 
Gospel Antiphon 
Head Bow 
Hosts 
Hymns 
Incense 
Introductory Rite 
Lavabo 
Lavabo Basin/Dish 
Lectionary 
Lector 
Lighter 
Liturgy 
Liturgy of the Eucharist 
Liturgy of the Word 
Luna 
Microphone 

Missal 
Monstrance 
Offerings 
Ordo 
Petitions 
Pews 
Prayer of the Faithful 
Presider 
Presider’s Chair 
Purificator 
Reader 
Reredos 
Responsorial Psalm 
Reverence 
Roman Missal 
Sacristan 
Sacristy 
Sanctuary 
Sanctuary Lamp 
Tabernacle 
Tabernacle Key 
Universal Prayer 
Water Cruet 
Wine Carafe 
Wine Cruet
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Appendix VI: Altar Server Evaluation Rubric 
 

 The Excellent Server . . . (5) The Proficient Server . . . (3) This Server Needs a Little 
More Practice: (0-1) 

History & Theology 
of the Mass 

Quotes (correctly) specific Scripture passages & 
writings of the Church Fathers in describing the 
history & theology of the Mass 

Provides a basic articulation of 
the history & theology of the 
Mass 

Articulates a vague sense of 
how the Mass came to be & 
why it is so important 

Parts of the Mass Recalls quickly the order of each of the minor parts 
within the four major parts of the Mass 

Understands the four parts of the 
Mass & the basics within each 
part 

Can name the four parts or at 
least vaguely reference them 

Purpose of Serving Articulates what characteristics make an excellent 
altar server 

Articulates the purpose of altar 
serving 

Needs help articulating the 
purpose of serving 

Naming/ 
Knowledge of 
Materials 

Responds instantaneously to requests for any 
Church-related item & can teach others the use & 
reason for each item 

Names & describes function of 
all Mass items & most other 
objects in the Church 

Has a little difficulty naming a 
few objects used during Mass 
or in the church 

Placement of 
Materials 

Anticipates the particularities of the priest (e.g. left-
handed) & places objects accordingly 

Places objects where they need 
to be for a fluid Mass. 

Forgets where items are 
placed 

Timing & Speed Perfectly times each action of serving & always walks 
“with dignity” 

Delivers objects & executes 
functions at a pace appropriate 
for church 

Tends to walk too quickly or 
cause delays in the Mass 

Visual Aesthetic “Prays the Mass” & inspires others to “pray the Mass” 
through reverent (though not overly stiff) body 
positioning & confident, graceful movements 

Keeps hands in “prayer” position 
when empty & bows when 
appropriate 

Forgets to bow &/or hands 
often by side or in pockets 

Picture, Symbol, 
Architecture & 
Gesture  

Articulates clearly how pictures, symbol, architecture 
& gesture enhance the worship experience in a 
Catholic church 

Understands most of the basic 
components in a Catholic church 

Has trouble explaining these 
aspects of a Catholic church 

40-34    Exceptional - way to go! You’re a great asset for this community. Don’t let it get to your head! There’s always more to learn. 
33-22    Good - keep up the good work! I bet with some extra studying you can do better next time. 
21-10    Needs some work, but the best learning comes through struggle. Reread and ask questions. I and others are happy to help. 
9-0      This is a challenge for you, and I want you to improve. Let’s talk about how you might learn best. 
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Saint John Berchmans (March 13, 1599 – August 13, 1621) was a Jesuit 
seminarian and is a saint in the Roman Catholic Church. He is the patron saint 
of altar servers. Often depicted with hands clasped, holding his crucifix, his 
book of rules, but he surpassed them all by his intense love for the rules of his 
order. The Constitutions of the Society of Jesus lead those who observe them 
exactly to the highest degree of sanctity. The attainment of that ideal was 
what John aspired to himself. "If I do not become a saint when I am young", 
he used to say "I shall never become one". That is why he displayed such 
wisdom in conforming his will to that of his superiors and to the rules. He 
would have preferred death to the violation of the least of the rules of his 
order. "My penance," he would say, "is to live the common life... I will pay the 
greatest attention to the least inspiration of God." 
 
 

Saint John Berchmans – Pray for us! 

 


