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How to use this manual

This handbook is written as a parish manual, not an academic
treatise. It is meant to be used in induction, refresher training, and
one-to-one coaching.

[t assumes a parish life in which ceremonial matters, good order, and
sober reverence all support the worthy celebration of the sacred
liturgy.

[ts aim is not to say everything that could be said about serving, but to
say clearly what this parish needs its servers to know, practise, and
love.

The manual should therefore be read in two ways. Newer servers
should begin with the opening chapters on the spirit of the ministry,
vesture, conduct, and basic duties. More experienced servers, Head
Server, Deputy Head Server, MCs, and clergy may use the later
chapters and appendices as a working reference for particular rites
and occasions.

Page 4



Parish Manual for Altar Servers

1. Purpose of this manual

This manual is offered to the altar servers of the Parish of St Mary the
Virgin Stanwell & St Matthew Ashford so that service at the altar may
be exercised with reverence, confidence, humility, and care. In the
sacred liturgy, serving is never a mere practical convenience, nor is it
an ornamental addition to make the sanctuary look complete. Those
who serve within the Church’s worship are entrusted with something
holy: not simply the handling of objects or the execution of
movements, but the faithful support of the Church’s prayer in visible
form.

In a parish such as ours, where the rites are celebrated with
seriousness, devotion, and a deliberate preference for sober dignity
over novelty, the ministry of altar server should be marked by sobriety
rather than fuss, recollection rather than self-display, and obedience
rather than improvisation. The purpose of this manual is therefore
threefold: to deepen understanding of the theology of serving; to form
servers spiritually in habits of prayer, reverence, and discipline; and to
establish practical standards so that the altar, sanctuary, and
ceremonies of the parish may be served with confidence and good
order.

Underlying conviction

When the Church gathers for the sacred liturgy, Christ is not absent
from the action of his people, but at work in the midst of them.

The altar server therefore assists, not at a performance, but at a
mystery.

The task of the server is not to attract notice, but to help the liturgy
unfold reverently, clearly, and without distraction.
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2. The ministry of serving at the altar

Serving at the altar is a genuine liturgical ministry. The server is
therefore not simply the person who happens to be willing, nor
merely an extra pair of hands filling practical gaps. Serving belongs to
the Church’s public worship. It assists the priest, supports the order
of the liturgy, and helps the congregation to pray with greater
recollection.

[t follows that this ministry is never a reward, never a costume role,
and never a stage for personality. The crucifer is not there to
ornament the procession. The acolyte is not there to fill space near
the altar. The MC is not there to appear important. The thurifer is
not there to create effect. Each serves for a reason: to support the
ministers, to sustain the order of the liturgy, and to help the whole
church worship reverently.

A good server therefore combines attentiveness, reliability, reverence,
teachability, and a willingness to disappear into the service being
offered. The best serving is often the least obtrusive. It neither draws
the eye to itself nor leaves the sanctuary untended. It simply helps
holy things to be done well.

Underlying conviction

1. A server serves the altar. What is done there is not ordinary
business, but sacred action.

2. A server serves the priest and other ministers. Good serving makes
prayer and ceremony easier, calmer, and clearer.

3. A server serves the congregation. Visible order, reverence, and
steadiness help the people to worship.

4. A server serves the liturgy. Movements, silences, gestures, and
ceremonial are not private possessions, but belong to the Church’s
prayer.
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Ten working principles for parish servers

1. Remember that the liturgy is about the Lord and his worship, never
about the server.

2. Arrive in good time and serve with an unhurried spirit.

3. Learn not only what to do, but why it is done.

4. Carry out ceremonies simply, clearly, and without display.

5. Keep silence where possible, especially before Mass.

6. Treat vesture, vessels, and the sanctuary with respect.

7. Receive correction thankfully and without defensiveness.

8. Respect the rota and find cover in good time if you cannot serve.
9. Support fellow servers, especially newer ones, charitably.

10. Treat every opportunity to serve as a privilege and a trust.
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3. The spirit in which this ministry is exercised

No one should serve regularly at the altar without seeking to be
formed by the liturgy in daily life. External exactness matters, but
exactness on its own is not enough. The Church does not need mere
technicians in cassock and cotta. She needs servers whose outward
discipline springs from inward reverence.

For that reason, altar servers should be people of prayer. They should
strive to be faithful at Mass, attentive in confession, regular in private
prayer, and willing to let the Church’s worship shape their habits of
mind and body. A server learns reverence not only by saying prayers,
but by kneeling well, keeping silence, carrying out a duty without fuss,
and offering attention when no one is likely to praise it. Reverence is
learned by repetition, and discipline is one of the forms which
devotion takes.

This matters especially in a parish such as ours. We aim to worship
with dignity, restraint, and affection for the tradition of the Church,
but without affectation or self-conscious fuss. That aim can only be
sustained if those who serve are themselves being formed in patience,
recollection, and obedience.

A simple rule of life for servers

Pray before serving and give thanks afterwards.

Come to church with enough time to recollect yourself.

Keep silence in the sacristy and sanctuary as much as possible.

e Carry out small duties as carefully as more visible ones.

Offer your ministry for the good of the parish, not for recognition.
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4. The server’s rule of life: prayer, recollection, and reliability

A server who is often late, commonly distracted, or casual in manner
does more than inconvenience others. He or she makes it harder for
the liturgy to be celebrated with peace and good order. Reliability
therefore belongs to the moral shape of the ministry. The rota is not
an administrative nuisance but one of the ordinary ways in which
charity becomes visible.

Servers should know when they are due, arrive in good time, and if
unable to serve should make that known as early as possible. They
should not drift in after the procession has begun, assume that
another person will cover the duty without notice, or behave as
though preparation were optional. To serve the liturgy carelessly is
still to serve carelessly.

Recollection matters just as much. The moments before Mass should
not be filled with needless noise, wandering chatter, or restless
distraction. A sacristy may be busy, but it should not become worldly
in tone. Necessary words should be spoken simply; practical tasks
should be done directly; and once vested, a server should begin to
grow quieter inwardly as well as outwardly.

Before serving

e Know in advance which Mass or office you are serving.
 Arrive early enough to vest, pray, and check what is needed.
e Speak only as much as duty requires once vested.

e Keep your attention on the liturgy, not on social distraction.
* Be ready to adapt quietly if numbers or roles change.

Reliability in practice

* If you cannot serve, give notice in good time.

o If asked to take an unexpected role, do so calmly if you can.

* If something has gone badly, learn from it rather than becoming
defensive.

e If another server is unsure, help quietly and charitably.

e If you have promised to serve, keep that promise unless there is real
cause not to do so.
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5. Vesture, bearing, and conduct

Servers in this parish wear cassock and cotta. This dress is not a
personal costume and not a decorative extra. It signifies service, order,
and the setting aside of ordinary self-presentation for the sake of
public worship. Once vested, a server is not simply another member
of the congregation moving about as he pleases. He has taken up a
visible ministry in the Church’s prayer.

Vesture should therefore be worn properly and without carelessness.
Cassock and cotta should be reasonably fitting, clean, and in good
order. Shoes should be suitable for processions, kneeling, and
measured movement. General appearance should support the dignity
of the liturgy rather than distract from it. The point is not elegance
for its own sake, but seemliness: a manner of dress which helps rather
than hinders reverence.

Bearing matters just as much as vesture. A server should walk steadily,
stand well, sit attentively, and kneel with seriousness. He should avoid
habits that distract: slouching, fidgeting, looking about idly,
whispering, fiddling with vesture, or handling things without cause.
Recollection should be visible. A traditional parish is formed not only
by texts and ceremonies but by the cumulative witness of ministers
who show, by small acts of discipline, that they know they stand in
holy things.

In this respect, serving teaches a discipline of the body as well as of
the mind. A server learns not only what to do, but how to inhabit the
sanctuary. He learns that stillness can be reverent, that movement can
be prayerful, and that good order is not opposed to devotion but
often one of its outward forms. Many faults in serving are not faults of
bad will, but of bodily carelessness. They should therefore be
corrected before they become habitual.

Reverence in this parish

The normal custom of this parish is to genuflect on entering and
leaving the sanctuary. On Good Friday and Holy Saturday this is
ordinarily not done in the usual way. Where the Blessed Sacrament is
reserved and the local custom calls for it, a double genuflection is
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made. Those unable to genuflect should make a profound bow, and
this is entirely acceptable.

These acts of reverence should be clean, deliberate, and prayerful.
They must not be rushed through carelessly, nor exaggerated into
display. Reverence should be exact, simple, and unselfconscious.

Standing, sitting, and kneeling

A server should stand upright, with feet settled and hands composed,
not folded into private mannerism but not left slack either. He should
sit attentively, not lounge. He should kneel with stability and
seriousness, not with untidiness or collapse. The body should look
obedient to the liturgy rather than detached from it.

These things are not trivial. A congregation reads the sanctuary partly
through the body. If the ministers appear distracted, casual, or
slovenly, the rite itself is weakened. If they appear recollected,
attentive, and orderly, the liturgy is strengthened.

Eyes, hands, and voice

Servers should know where to look. They should not stare fixedly at
the floor, nor look around the church with curiosity. Their gaze
should ordinarily be directed towards the altar, the priest, the book,
or the action that actually concerns them.

Hands should be still when they are not in use. Much visible
nervousness in the sanctuary comes through the hands. Where a
server has spoken parts or responses, the voice should be clear,
prayerful, and unforced. It should support the liturgy, not draw
attention to itself.

Movement

Movement in the sanctuary should be direct, unhurried, and exact. A
server should not drift, shuffle, wander, or half-move. Nor should he
rush as though trying to compensate for lack of preparation. Good
movement is one of the clearest signs of good serving.

The transition from stillness to movement, and back again, should
also be clean. A server should not look as though he is perpetually
almost about to do something. He should either be still or moving,

and each should be done with clarity.
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Speech and manner

Speech in sacristy and sanctuary should be necessary, courteous, and
restrained. There is no virtue in affectation or unnecessary severity,
but there is also no excuse for a manner that becomes loud, casual, or
worldly. A server should be friendly without becoming frivolous, and
practical without becoming abrupt.

This applies before and after Mass as well as during it. A sanctuary
manner is not something put on only for the most solemn moments.
[t is formed over time by many small habits of speech and conduct.

Reliability as part of conduct

Bearing is not only physical. Reliability is part of conduct. A server
who dresses well but arrives late, who genuflects neatly but fails to
prepare, or who looks reverent but cannot be depended upon, has not
yet understood the full discipline of the ministry.

Area and expectation

Area Expectation

Vesture Cassock and cotta, neat,
dignified, and suitable to the
solemnity of the liturgy.

Footwear Quiet and stable enough for
measured movement in
sanctuary and aisle.

Bearing Calm, prayerful, neither stiff nor
theatrical.

Speech in sacristy and sanctuary | Necessary, courteous, and

restrained.
Movement Direct, unhurried, and exact.
General conduct Helpful, teachable, dependable,

and respectful towards clergy,

sacristans, and fellow servers.
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6. The sacristy before and after Mass

The sacristy is a working place, but it is also part of the Church’s
preparation for worship. It should therefore be marked by order,
quiet readiness, and respect for holy things. A careless sacristy almost
always produces a careless sanctuary. What is hurried, neglected, or
left vague before Mass often appears later as visible disorder in the
liturgy itself.

At this parish, sacristans lay the altars and normally care for the cruets
and lavabo, but servers should still check that all is as it ought to be
and alert the priest, MC, or sacristan if anything is missing or wrongly
prepared. This is not distrust of the sacristans, but part of serving
responsibly. A good server does not assume that another person’s duty
removes his own need to be observant.

Servers should arrive in enough time not only to vest but to make
useful checks. The books should be to hand, bells in place,
processional items ready, candles attended to, and, when required,
charcoal and incense prepared. None of this should be done in a
spirit of nervous fussiness. It is simple stewardship. The sanctuary
should not be left to chance.

The same spirit applies after Mass or office. A good server does not
disappear the moment the last hymn has ended. Cross, candles, bells,
thurible, boat, torches, and other items should be returned properly.
Vesture should be left tidily. Anything broken, missing, or unusual
should be reported. The sacristy should be left in good order for those
who come after.
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Before Mass or office

Servers should arrive at least fifteen to twenty minutes early, or earlier
on solemn occasions. By the time the liturgy is due to begin, vesting
should be finished, necessary checks completed, and the serving team
already recollected. A lastminute rush in the sacristy is usually visible
in the sanctuary.

The serving team should know who is doing which role. This should
not be left uncertain until the procession forms. If numbers are
reduced, duties should be reassigned quietly and simply. If numbers
are greater than expected, that too should be settled before Mass
begins.

The following things should normally be checked

that the processional cross is in place and ready;

e that candles are ready where needed;

 that bells are to hand;

e that the thurible and boat are prepared when incense will be used;

e that torches are ready where required;

e that the Missal and any other books needed by the MC or priest are
in their proper places;

e that the cruets and lavabo are ready, even though they are

ordinarily prepared by the sacristans.

Vesting

Servers should vest carefully and without fuss. Cassock and cotta
should be put on properly, not carelessly or half-fastened in the hope
that things will somehow settle themselves.

Once vested, the tone should become quieter. Necessary words may
still have to be spoken, but there should be a visible shift from
ordinary conversation to liturgical readiness.

Prayer before going into church

Before going into church, servers should pray. Whether this is done
together or silently, the principle matters. The ministry should begin
with recollection, not merely with organisation.
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After Mass or office

After Mass, servers should return directly to the sacristy in good order
and should not allow the serving spirit to collapse at once into chatter
and disorder. There may of course be a natural easing once the liturgy
is over, but duties still remain.

The cross, candles, bells, torches, thurible, and boat should be
returned properly. Charcoal should be dealt with safely. Anything
that has been moved should be put back where it belongs. Vesture
should not be abandoned untidily.
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7. The principal server roles

Every serving role has its own dignity and practical logic. Servers
should therefore learn to distinguish them clearly. Confusion of role
produces confusion of movement, and confusion of movement
quickly becomes confusion in the sanctuary.

In this parish there is no elaborate hierarchy among servers beyond
the recognised offices of Head Server and Deputy Head Server, and
the ordinary reality of experience and availability. That is sufficient.
The point of a serving body is not rank, but faithful liturgical
assistance. What matters is that each server knows his own duty,
carries it out well, and does not intrude unnecessarily into the work of
another.

The single server

At Low Mass, the single server carries the practical shape of the service
in a particularly direct way. He makes the same responses as the
congregation in order to support and lead them, assists with cruets
and lavabo, rings the bells, and must remain attentive throughout.
Single serving therefore requires concentration, memory, and
steadiness.

Because the single server has no fellow server nearby to prompt or
steady him, he must learn the discipline of watchfulness without
nervousness. Good single serving has a certain hidden dignity. It
steadies the rite by simplicity.

Spiritual character of the role: Simplicity, fidelity, and hidden
assistance.
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The crucifer

The crucifer carries the processional cross and serves the order of the
procession. The cross is not a prop but the sign of Christ’s victory and
the banner under which the Church goes forward. It should therefore
be carried upright, steadily, and without self-conscious display.

The crucifer must know the procession order, the pace to be kept,
and where the cross is placed at the end of the procession.

Spiritual character of the role: Steadiness, dignity, and quiet witness
to Christ crucified.

The acolyte

The acolytes bear candles in procession, accompany the Gospel to the
centre of the church at Sung and Solemn Mass, handle cruets and
lavabo at the Offertory, and take candles to the altar rail at the
Consecration according to parish custom. They must work as a pair,
move symmetrically, and be attentive both to the altar and to each
other.

This pairing matters. Acolytes should not behave as two unrelated
individuals who happen to be holding similar objects. They should
move together, stand evenly, and learn that symmetry is part of the
discipline of the role.

At the same time, acolytes are not there merely to create symmetry.
Their practical duties at the altar and at the Offertory must be carried
out cleanly and intelligently.

Spiritual character of the role: Service that gives light, supports
worship, and teaches discipline through partnership.
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The master of ceremonies

The MC exists to support order. He is not there to dominate the
liturgy, draw attention to himself, or behave like a stage manager. A
good MC anticipates quietly, prompts discreetly, moves the Missal
when needed, watches for practical omissions, and helps the rite
proceed without confusion.

For that reason, the MC must have a wider knowledge of the liturgy
than the other servers. He should know not only his own direct
movements, but the shape of the whole.

Spiritual character of the role: Hidden leadership, intelligence, and
self-effacing service.

Note on the word “acolyte”

In this manual, the word acolyte refers to the customary parish serving role: a
server who bears a candle and undertakes the associated duties at Mass. It
should not be confused with the formally instituted ministry of acolyte referred
to in the Church’s law and in the manual for extraordinary ministers of Holy
Communion.

The thurifer and boat bearer

The thurifer handles the thurible and, when no boat bearer is
available, also manages the boat. In this parish incense is normally
used at the entrance, Gospel, Offertory, and elevations, and the
thurible is carried in the recessional though not then charged.

Where a boat bearer is available, he assists the thurifer by carrying and
presenting the incense boat at the appointed times.

Spiritual character of the role: Strength, attentiveness, readiness, and
unobtrusive support.

Head Server and Deputy Head Server

These titles exist in the parish and should be treated with respect.
They signify recognised responsibility within the serving body. Their
task is not to dominate but to steady. They help preserve standards,
support newer servers, and contribute to good order.
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8. Serving Low Mass

Low Mass in this parish is normally served by one server. Because
there are fewer external ceremonial actions, the quality of the serving
depends all the more upon recollection, timing, and clean execution.
Nothing should appear hurried, makeshift, or diminished merely
because the ceremony is simpler. Low Mass asks for quiet exactness
rather than reduced seriousness.

The single server should know the order of Mass well, make the same
responses as the congregation in order to support and lead them,
attend carefully to the movement of cruets and other needed items,
assist at the lavabo, ring the bells according to parish custom, and
remain recollected throughout. It is useful for servers to know the
chief responses by heart, so that they are not dependent on the Mass
booklet at every turn, though looking at the booklet beforehand
remains a help to good order.

The single server is not merely filling gaps, but exercising a real
ministry of assistance within the Church’s worship. For that reason,
even the simplest Mass should be served with the same seriousness of
manner as a more solemn one.

Before Mass

The server should arrive in good time, vest, make the necessary
checks, and pray before entering the sanctuary. Bells, cruets, lavabo,
and anything else needed should be known and ready. Since Mass in
this parish is celebrated ad orientem, the book is not ordinarily held
during Mass itself; the principal exception is the Solemn Blessing
when one is appointed.

The single server should also know before Mass where the cruets are
placed, where the lavabo towel is laid, and what, if anything, is
unusual about the day’s liturgy.

Entrance and the earlier part of Mass

At the entrance and departure, the server genuflects in the
accustomed manner, or makes a profound bow if unable to genuflect.
He should go to his place directly, without fuss.
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The responses should be given clearly and prayerfully with the
congregation. Good Low Mass serving is audible, steady, and
unselfconscious.

When not moving, the server should remain still, attentive, and
recollected.

During Mass

The single server should be especially careful not to anticipate
everything nervously. Good serving is watchful, not fussy.

Since there is only one server, each movement carries more visual
weight. For that reason, movements should be direct and unhurried.

At the Offertory

The cruets are brought in the usual way, the lavabo is assisted at
simply and cleanly, and the server remains alert to what the priest
needs next. The aim is not speed but smoothness.

At the Consecration

The bells are rung according to parish custom, and the server’s bodily
bearing should reflect the solemnity of the moment.

After Communion

The further bell is rung according to parish custom, and the server
remains attentive until the dismissal.

Bell custom in this parish
e One ring at the end of the Sanctus.
* One ring at the epiclesis.

e Three rings at each elevation: as the priest genuflects, elevates, and
genuflects again.

e One further ring after the priest has received at Sunday and Solemn
Masses, or after he has said the Communion Antiphon at Low

Mass.
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9. Serving Sunday Sung Mass

The normal pattern for a standard Sunday Mass in this parish is
crucifer, two acolytes, and MC. This should be treated as the stable
ordinary form of parish serving for Sundays. Because it is the usual
pattern, it ought to be known thoroughly and carried out consistently.
Much of the tone of the serving body will be formed here, not on the
rarer solemn occasions, but in the faithful repetition of ordinary
Sunday service.

The acolytes sit opposite one another, and the crucifer and MC also
sit opposite one another, with the MC and crucifer nearer the nave
and the acolytes beyond them. The exact physical arrangement differs
between the two churches and is noted in the appendix.

At Sung Mass the chief ceremonial actions include the entrance
procession, the Gospel procession with candles from the altar to the
centre of the church, the Offertory service with cruets and lavabo, the
movement of the Missal, the carrying of candles to the altar rail at the
Sanctus, proper bell-ringing, Communion, and the recessional.

Before Mass

Cross, candles, Missal, bells, cruets, lavabo, and seating should all be
checked. Each server should know his own place, his own duty, and
the order of the principal movements. If anything unusual is
expected, the serving team should know it beforehand.

Entrance

The procession should move evenly, with appropriate spacing and
without crowding. The cross should be carried upright and steadily.
Candles should be held well and in balance. On reaching the
sanctuary, the accustomed reverence is made and all go directly to
their places.

At the Gospel and after it

At the Gospel, the acolytes take candles from the altar and accompany
the Gospel to the centre of the church. This movement should be
clean, matched, and free from hurry.
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After the Gospel, the Missal is moved from the Epistle side to the

Gospel side. In this parish this is judged neater than moving it
beforehand.

At the Offertory

The MC moves the Missal as needed. The acolytes handle cruets and
lavabo. These actions should be done with quiet confidence.

From the Sanctus to the Consecration

At the Sanctus, the acolytes move to the altar rail, taking the candles
with them according to parish custom. Bells are rung according to
parish custom.

Particular notes

* Crucifers should carry the cross upright and steadily.

* Acolytes should work as a pair and watch one another.

e The MC should keep cues quiet and spare and remember that the
best MC is usually the least conspicuous one.
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10. Serving Solemn High Mass

Solemn High Mass in this parish adds a thurifer, and when one is
available, a boat bearer. Where no boat bearer is present, the thurifer
manages the boat as well. Since the parish usually does not have three
sacred ministers, the ceremonial is that of the rite carried out with the
ministers actually present, and adapted sensibly where necessary.

Incense is normally used at the entrance, Gospel, Offertory, and
elevations. The thurible is carried in the recessional also, though it is
not then charged. These ceremonies increase solemnity, but they also
increase the need for calm preparation.

Before Mass

Charcoal should be lit in good time, the thurible and boat prepared,
and all servers should know the order of procession and the principal
points at which incense will be required.

Entrance

The procession should move in proper order and at an even pace.
The thurifer should carry the thurible with dignity and control. All
servers should know both the route and the place to which they go on
arrival.

At the Gospel

Incense is prepared and used at the Gospel. The acolytes accompany
with candles to the centre of the church. The thurifer should be ready
in good time and should present the boat and thurible properly.

At the Offertory

Incense is prepared and used again. The MC moves the Missal as
needed. The acolytes handle cruets and lavabo.

From the Sanctus to the Consecration

At the Sanctus, the acolytes move to the altar rail, taking the candles
with them. Bells are rung according to parish custom. Incense is used
at the elevations.
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Particular notes

e Thurifers should prepare charcoal safely and in good time.

e Boat bearers should know where to stand and when to present the
boat.

e The MC should hold the whole sequence of the liturgy in mind.
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11. Serving funerals

Funerals in this parish are normally served by crucifer, acolytes, and
MC, with thurifer if available. Where there is Mass, the ceremonial
broadly follows the usual pattern with funeral adaptations. Where
there is a funeral liturgy outside Mass, the serving should still be
carried out with the same seriousness and order. Simplicity is not
carelessness, and grief is not an excuse for disorder.

At funerals, servers should remember that many present may be
unfamiliar with the liturgy or only rarely in church. The steadiness of
the sanctuary therefore has a pastoral value beyond mere correctness.
Calm serving supports prayer and can itself become a form of quiet
mercy.

Before the funeral

Servers should arrive in good time and know whether the body will be
received at the door, already be in church, or enter in some other
manner. Processional order should be clear beforehand.

During the liturgy

Where there is Mass, Gospel candles, Offertory service, bells, and
other regular duties should be carried out with the same exactness as
at any other Mass, though always with the particular gravity proper to
a funeral.

Where there is no Mass, the simpler form still requires the same
discipline of posture, movement, and reverence.

At the commendation

Where incense is used, the directions of the rite should be followed.
The thurifer should be ready in good time, and all movement around
the coffin should be measured and reverent.
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12. Serving weddings

Weddings are normally served by crucifer, acolytes, and MC, with
thurifer if available, much as at funerals. The atmosphere differs, but
the discipline should not. Serving at a wedding is not an excuse for
looseness, chatter, or lesser standards of recollection. If anything, the
unfamiliarity of many guests makes good serving even more
important.

Weddings often bring practical complications: photographers, delayed
arrivals, uncertain timings, and large congregations unfamiliar with
the building. These things should be met with patience, not irritation.
The server’s duty is to help preserve the dignity of the rite by visible
calm.

Before the service

Servers should arrive in good time and know whether there is Mass or
a wedding liturgy outside Mass, whether incense will be used, and
whether there are any particular practical instructions about
processions or movement.

During the liturgy

[f there is Mass, the normal pattern for Gospel, Offertory,
Consecration, and Communion is followed, and when incense is
used it is used in the same manner as at Solemn Mass. If there is no
Mass, the simpler structure still requires the same discipline.

At the end

Servers should remain attentive until the dismissal and recessional are
complete.
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13. Serving Evensong and Benediction

In this parish, Benediction is normally served as part of Evensong and
Benediction. The usual serving pattern is thurifer, crucifer, acolytes,
and MC. A deacon or lay reader normally assists with the humeral
veil; if neither is present, the MC may do so, or the priest may
manage it himself.

Because this rite combines choral office and sacramental devotion,
servers should be particularly alert to timing, stillness, and the shape
of the whole ceremony. There should be no sense of two unrelated
devotions awkwardly placed side by side.

Before the office

All necessary items should be prepared beforehand: cross, candles,
thurible, boat, humeral veil if required, and anything else proper to
the rite. Because Benediction follows Evensong, it is especially
important that transitions be planned rather than improvised.

During Evensong

Servers should support the office chiefly by stillness and attentiveness.
Not every moment requires visible action; many require disciplined
restraint.

During Exposition and Benediction

Incense should be prepared and used when it is required by the rite
and by the actual course of the ceremony. Assistance with the
humeral veil should be carried out quietly.
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14. Serving Holy Week

Holy Week requires greater preparation, not because it is theatrical,
but because the Church’s rites are fuller, more solemn, and less
familiar. Servers must therefore arrive earlier, listen more carefully,
and accept that some ceremonies require closer adherence to the
priest’s direction and to the rite as given. Habit alone is not enough.

The governing principle in this parish is to follow the standard
directions faithfully, allowing only for practical limitations of the
buildings or the actual number of available ministers. Holy Week is
not the place for private ceremonial invention.

General principles for Holy Week

* Arrive earlier than usual.

e Know beforehand which ministers are present and what the order
of service requires.

 Follow the rite as given, rather than relying only on ordinary habit.

 Prefer calm obedience to confident improvisation.

Palm Sunday

The parish normally uses the Solemn Entrance. Servers should know
the order of blessing, movement, and entry.

Maundy Thursday

The transfer of the Blessed Sacrament to the Altar of Repose should
be carried out according to the standard directions.

Good Friday

The customary genuflection is not made in the ordinary way. The
Veneration of the Cross should be served with great simplicity.

Easter Vigil

The Lucernarium, Paschal Candle, and procession should be served
according to the standard instructions.
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15. Common mistakes and calm recovery

Mistakes happen. They do not have to become disasters. What
unsettles a congregation and embarrasses a priest most is often not
the original mistake but the visible fluster, whispered correction, or
secondary disturbance that follows it.

Servers should therefore learn the art of calm recovery. A server who
can recover quietly from a mistake often serves better than one who is
outwardly exact only so long as nothing unexpected occurs.

If something is dropped

Pick it up calmly if appropriate and safe to do so. If it requires the
priest’s attention, let him deal with it.

If a cue is missed

Carry out the action as soon as it can still be done sensibly. If the
moment has plainly passed, do not force it back into existence.

If bells are late or wrong

Correct yourself and continue. Better one late ring than a visible
crisis.

If cruets or lavabo are confused

Pause, sort the matter cleanly, and proceed. Do not begin a whispered
argument in the sanctuary.

Golden rule

When something goes wrong: stop inwardly, stay reverent, correct
simply, and continue.
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16. Ongoing formation and parish standards

No one becomes a good server merely by turning up often. Growth in
this ministry depends on formation, repetition, prayer, observation,
correction, and the slow acquisition of good habits. Newer servers
should be taught patiently. More experienced servers should be
refreshed from time to time and protected from the complacency that
sometimes comes with familiarity.

At St Mary the Virgin and St Matthew Ashford, formation should be
gentle, serious, and continuous. The aim is not ceremonial vanity or
anxious perfection. It is the offering of divine worship with reverence,
order, and peace. Servers should therefore be helped to understand
both the practical shape of the liturgy and the spiritual disposition
needed to serve it well.

A parish serving body will only be as strong as its habits. If those
habits are careless, the liturgy will slowly become careless too. If those
habits are attentive, reverent, and teachable, the whole sanctuary life
of the parish is strengthened.

Formation over time

Formation should not be thought of as something that happens only
at the beginning. New servers need training before they begin, but
established servers also need refreshment from time to time. A parish
that never revisits its serving habits will usually drift.

Formation may take many simple forms: practising processions,
reviewing the duties of acolytes and thurifers, going over the order of
Holy Week, revisiting how to serve Low Mass well, or quietly
correcting habits that have become careless.
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The shape of healthy correction

Correction should be given quietly and charitably. It should describe
what was actually done well or badly, and should aim at improvement
rather than embarrassment.

Servers receiving correction should say thank you, reflect on it, and
practise accordingly. Teachability is one of the clearest marks of a
server worth trusting.

A healthy parish serving culture

» Correction is given quietly and charitably.
Advice is concrete and practical.
Praise is honest, not sentimental.

Experienced servers help newer ones without showing off.
Standards are maintained because the liturgy deserves them.

When correction is needed

Repeated carelessness, lateness, noise, unreliability, or irreverence
should not be ignored. These things should first be addressed quietly
and pastorally. If they continue, service may need to be paused until
habits improve.

The role of example

Much of serving is learned by example. Newer servers watch how
older ones walk, kneel, carry, answer, and recover from mistakes. For
that reason, experienced servers should remember that they are always
teaching, even when no formal training is taking place.
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Appendix A. Prayer before serving

Lord Jesus Christ,

who camest not to be served but to serve,

grant that [ may assist at thy holy mysteries

with reverence, steadiness, and love.

Keep me from distraction, vanity, haste, and carelessness.
Teach my hands to be ready,

my steps to be measured,

and my heart to be recollected before thee.

Grant that by serving at thine altar

I may learn to serve thee also in my daily life;

for thou livest and reignest with the Father and the Holy Spirit,
one God, now and for ever. Amen.

Appendix B. Prayer after serving

For the grace of serving at thy holy altar,

for the privilege of standing near thy sacred mysteries,
and for every help given to thy people’s worship,

we thank thee, O Lord.

Forgive what has been careless,

correct what has been lacking,

and accept what has been offered in good faith;
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Appendix C. Vesting prayers

These may be used privately and without scruple. They are helps to
recollection, not burdens of conscience.

When putting on the cassock

Clothe me, O Lord, with humility, recollection, and obedience, that I
may serve thee faithfully.

When putting on the cotta

Cleanse me, O Lord, and make me pure in heart, that my outward
ministry may spring from inward grace.
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Appendix D. Weekly preparation checklist

This page can be copied for servers or used during induction.

and what should improve.

Stage Checklist Done

Early in the week I have checked when I am due to m
serve.

Early in the week [ know which role I am carrying out. | O

Day before [ have made sure I can arrive in good | O
time.

Day before [ have checked whether the service is | O
ordinary or unusual.

Before leaving home |1 have made a conscious intention to | O
serve prayerfully and without hurry.

Before vesting I have prayed and recollected myself. | O

Before Mass [ have checked books, cross, candles, |O
bells, and any needed items.

Before Mass [ know who is doing what and where | O
[ need to be.

After Mass I have helped return things properly | O
and leave the sacristy in order.

After Mass [ have reflected on what went well m
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Appendix E. Quick reference guides

These notes are not substitutes for training. They are short reminders of duties
already learned.

1. Low Mass

e Usual pattern: one server.

e Before Mass: check bells, cruets, lavabo, and anything else needed;
pray before going into church.

* During Mass: make the same responses as the congregation; remain
still and attentive when not moving.

* At the Offertory: bring the cruets in the usual way and assist at the
lavabo simply and cleanly.

* At the Consecration: ring one bell at the end of the Sanctus; one at
the epiclesis; three at each elevation.

2. Sunday Sung Mass

e Usual pattern: crucifer, two acolytes, MC.

» At the Gospel: acolytes take candles from the altar and accompany
the Gospel to the centre of the church.

o After the Gospel: the Missal is moved from the Epistle side to the
Gospel side.

o At the Offertory: MC moves the Missal as needed; acolytes handle
cruets and lavabo.

* At the Sanctus: acolytes go to the altar rail with the candles in the
accustomed manner.
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3. Solemn High Mass

e Usual pattern: crucifer, two acolytes, MC, thurifer, and boat bearer
if available.

e Before Mass: light charcoal in good time and prepare thurible and
boat.

e At the Gospel: incense is prepared and used; acolytes accompany
with candles to the centre of the church.

» At the Offertory: incense is used again; keep movements simple and
exact.

* At the elevations: incense is used and bells are rung according to
parish custom.

Appendix F. Church-specific notes for St Mary’s and St Matthew’s

St Matthew’s

Servers sit in the upper seats to the north and south of the altar.

St Mary’s

Servers sit in the monastic seats nearest the upper altar rails on both
north and south.

Usual seating pattern

The acolytes sit opposite one another. The crucifer and MC also sit
opposite one another. The MC and crucifer are nearer the nave, and
the acolytes beyond them.
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Appendix G. Observation and feedback sheet

Use this in practicum sessions, annual refreshers, or quiet one-to-one
coaching.

Name of server

Date
Service
Commenter

Area Comments

Punctuality Was the server ready in good
time!

Bearing Was posture, sitting, standing,
and kneeling calm and reverent!

Movement Were processions and actions
measured and exact!

Awareness Did the server watch well and
respond to cues’

Practical handling Were book, cruets, bells, candles,
thurible, and other items
handled properly?

Recollection Did the server help create a
prayerful atmosphere!

Reliability Was the server prepared,
dependable, and ready to adapt
quietly if needed?

Overall What most helped? What one
improvement would matter most
next time!
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Appendix H. A brief note for new servers

Welcome to this ministry in the Parish of St Mary the Virgin Stanwell
& St Matthew Ashford. You are not being asked to perform, but to
serve. Arrive in good time. Pray before you begin. Watch carefully.
Move calmly. Keep silence where you can. Accept correction
gratefully. Treat the sanctuary as a holy place and the liturgy as greater
than your own preferences. If you do that, you will already be well on
the way to serving faithfully.

Appendix 1. A brief note on beginning as a server

New servers should not be expected to learn everything at once. The
ordinary pattern should be one of steady introduction: first observing
carefully, then practising particular movements and duties, then
serving with others before attempting more demanding
responsibilities. No one is helped by being thrown into complexity
too soon.

[t is usually best for a new server to begin with the simpler visible
duties of place, posture, movement, and reverence, and only gradually
to take on fuller practical responsibility. Serving with experienced
servers is itself part of the training. Good habits are often caught as
much as taught.

The aim of early training is not to produce nervous perfection, but to
form calm, teachable, and reverent ministers.
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Appendix J. A simple rite for the admission of servers

This simple rite may be used within Mass, after the Gospel and before the
Intercessions, or at another suitable parish service. It is intended for the
admission of new altar servers to the ministry they will exercise in this parish.

The candidates stand before the priest. A crucifer and two acolytes may stand
nearby if desired.

Calling of the candidates

Those to be admitted to the ministry of altar server please come
forward.

Each candidate answers: Present.

Address

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, these candidates are to be
admitted to the ministry of altar server in this parish. They will assist
in the Church’s worship by reverent service, careful attention, and
faithful support of the sacred liturgy.

Serving at the altar is a privilege and a trust. It asks for prayer,
reliability, teachability, and a love for the worship of God. In
undertaking this ministry, these candidates are not offering
themselves for display, but for service.

Questions to the candidates
Do you desire to serve faithfully at the altar of God in this parish?
Candidates: I do.

Will you strive to carry out this ministry with reverence, punctuality,
obedience, and prayer!

Candidates: I will, with the help of God.

Invitation to prayer

Let us pray for these servers, that they may serve faithfully and grow in
the love of God’s house and worship.
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Prayer of blessing
Blessed art thou, Lord God,

who callest thy people to serve thee in many ways.
Look with favour upon these thy servants

who are now admitted to the ministry of altar server in this parish.
Grant them reverence in thy house,

steadiness in duty,

humility in service,

and joy in thy worship.

Teach them to honour holy things,

to assist thy priests and people faithfully,

and to grow in grace through the mysteries they serve;
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Presentation of a cross or manual

The priest may present each newly admitted server with a small cross, medal,
or parish manual, saying:

Receive this sign of your ministry. Serve faithfully at God’s altar, and
may your outward service be matched by inward devotion.

Each server answers: Amen.
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