Serving at the Altar

To serve at the altar is a great privilege and a tremendous blessing.

When the altar server puts on the alb and cincture and cross, he/she enters the company of many great saints – who served God first as altar servers.

When the altar server walks on to the sanctuary, he/she also enters the ranks of the angels themselves, who attend and wait on God himself. 

To serve well, you must learn and remember many things.  You must study hard, and practice so that you can perform your duties with precision and dignity and reverence for the love and glory of God.

1. Punctuality: You must always arrive in good time.  Allow yourself 15 minutes to put on your alb and cincture and cross, and to check that the sacred vessels and the wine and the water are in place for the Mass.

2. Grooming: When you serve at the altar, you must look your best.  Your face and hands must be clean; Your hair must be neatly trimmed and combed; Your shoes should be formal and not casual.  Flip-flops are never appropriate; Your cassock or alb must fit exactly. 

3. Behavior: While vested (wearing the alb) you must never run, or play.  Conduct yourself with dignity and distinction. The sacristy is a holy place; it is not a place for loud talk or joking around.  If you must speak, do so quietly.  While you are serving the Mass, never look around or recognize friends or family in the church. Pay attention to what the priest is doing and saying at all times. Perform your duties deliberately and precisely.  Never rush or hurry. Complete one action before beginning the next. If you make a mistake, pause, and without hurrying,  perform the action correctly.

4. Folding your hands: Hold your hands before your chest. Keep your palms together with your fingers extended together. Cross your right thumb over the left thumb. Point your fingers upwards rather than outwards.

5. Making the Sign of the Cross:  Begin with your hands folded (joined). Place your left hand flat below your breast.  With your right hand, touch your forehead, your breast, your left shoulder, and finally your right shoulder.  End with your hands folded. 

6. Standing: When standing:  Be sure to stand erect; Hold you heard erect; Keep your eyes downcast; Fold your hands. Keep your feet together

7. Kneeling: When Kneeling: Fold your hands; Lower the right knee first. Then lower the left knee. Hold your head erect.  Keep your eyes cast down. Keep your feet together.
8. Sitting: When sitting; Keep your hands folded until fully seated. Place your hands on your lap, one on each leg with the palms facing down. Sit erect.  Keep your feet together. Do not cross your legs.

9. Walking: When walking: take your first step with your left foot. Always walk slowly. Never walk backwards or sideways. Fold your hands, unless you are carrying something. Turn crisply and cleanly. Always bow to the cross when you cross in front of the altar.  Always genuflect when you walk in front of the tabernacle

10. Bowing:  there are 3 kinds of bows.  a) Slight Bow: Keep your body and shoulders erect. Incline your head slightly forward. This is the kind of bow that you use mostly when serving Mass. b) Moderate Bow: Keep your body erect. Incline your head and shoulders forward c) Deep Bow: Incline your whole body at your waist and return to the erect position
11. Genuflecting: Stop walking completely. Turn and face the tabernacle. Slowly lower your right knee to the floor.  Do not bow. Do not start walking again until you have fully stood up erect.

12. Ringing the Bell: Place your left hand on your breast.  Take the bell in your right hand.  Each time you ring the bell, make a distinct ring.  

13. Lighting the Candles: When lighting the candles: Always use the lighted taper. Go to the center of the altar. Make a Slight bow to the Cross. Light the candle on the right side first. Then make slight bow to the crucifix and walk deliberately to the left side of the altar and light the second candle. Make a slight bow to the cross every time you pass in front of the altar
14. Vesting for Mass: Check with the priest or with an experienced altar server about the correct color for the day.  Put on the alb (cassock). Select the correct color cincture and tie it around your waist as you have been instructed – with ends hanging down on your left side.  Put cross around your neck. At end of Mass make sure you hang up your alb and cincture and cross.

15. Preparing the Credence Table: Make sure the following items are on the Credence Table: The Chalice with a Purificator, Paten with a large host, a Pall, a Chalice Veil – facing towards the people in the church. Check with the priest/sacristan if a ciborium is needed. A filled wine cruet; a filled water cruet. A finger bowl and towel should also be on the credence table 

16. The Missal: Make sure that the Missal (Sacramentary) is in its place on the sanctuary (after the priest has marked it)

17. Bells: Make sure the bells are in their correct place. 

During the Mass, you will be busy with your duties. Take the time before Mass to say a prayer to prepare yourself for Mass and Holy Communion. 
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PRIEST        DEACON 
When you get to the altar steps, Acolyte 1, Cross Bearer and Acolyte 2 stop and stand side by side. Pause. Acolyte1 and 2 make slight bow; Cross bearer does not bow. Walk in single file to where the cross and torches are kept and then return in single file to your place.   

