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1 Acolyte Introduction   
 

1.1 A little history:  
 
Since the year AD 250 (and probably earlier than that), people have been assisting with 
worship as acolytes.  The word acolyte means "companion" or "one who helps."  The term 
is still used to refer to a person who assists with worship leadership. 
 
When serving, you are actively assisting the celebrant in the worship of God.  It is a very 
important role, and should be approached with reverence, humility and care.  When serving 
on the Altar, move discreetly, quietly and with reverence.  
 
You are all doing important work and all the different Acolyte roles are as important as each 
other. We have older children do the roles where they need to be a little stronger and taller. 
There are many churches around the world where all the Acolyte roles are only done by 
adults. Here at St. Paul’s, we have a tradition of having our children and young adults 
perform these duties.  
 
One thing that is new. To better describe the duties of the position we previously referred to 
as Acolyte, will now be referred to as the Server.  
 

1.2 Things to keep in mind when being an Acolyte or  an Adult serving at the Altar:  

 

Everything you do can be seen by the congregation. So it is a good idea to try to follow 
some good rules -   

 

�  Arrive at least 15 minutes prior to the start of the service to dress and light the 
candles. 

�  Remember your robe size and tie your rope belt (cincture).  
�  Acolytes need to wear DARK low heeled shoes, preferably with non-skid soles.  In hot 

months, dressy, dark colored sandals are allowed- NO rubber flip-flops and NO 
sneakers.  

�  Always dress in a manner that is appropriate and not distracting from the service.  If 
you have problems vesting, please ask someone to help you.   

�  Hair should be neat regardless of length or style.   
�  Eat before coming to church, and dressing cool non-bulky clothing.  In the summer 

months it gets very hot in the Chancel, and acolytes may feel faint if they do not eat 
breakfast.  

�  NO GUM! 
�  Always walk slowly when serving - no "running" up the aisle, and stand with 

reverence, dignity and purpose.  "Square" turns.     
�  Bow from the waist 
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�  When you have nothing in your hands please fold them in front of you, on a level with 
your elbows.  Stand still...don't move around and distract people in prayer.   

�  When seated, please sit up straight and. 
�  When sitting, sit up straight on the bench, knees together, feet together, your feet flat 

on the floor and hands in your lap.  Please try not to fidget!  
�  When kneeling, kneel upright!  Do not slouch. Head, shoulders, hips and knees should 

be in a straight line.  Do not lean back against the seat.   
�  Parishioners will look to you for guidance.  Actively participate in the entire worship 

service, and follow along with all the prayers and hymns in the leaflet.   
�  Look at the person speaking or leading.  This helps to show the congregation where 

the focus of the worship service is at all times.   
�  At the conclusion of the service, make sure that all robes are neatly and properly hung 

in their appropriate place in the sacristy.  
�  At Special Services (i.e. Christmas and Easter) you may be asked to arrive earlier.    

 

 

2 Acolyte Roles   
 

2.1 Summary of the roles:  

 

This is a summary list of the Acolyte duties in the order that they happen and grouped by 
the three different roles. 
 

Gospel Bearer -   

 

�  Carry the Gospel during the beginning of the procession 
�  Carry the Gospel to the middle of the aisle 
�  Hold the Gospel for the priest during the reading of the Gospel 
�  After the Gospel is read, return the Gospel book to the shelf under the flowers 
�  Join the procession at the end of the service  

  

Server -   

 

�  Join the beginning procession 
�  Receive the bread and wine from the Gift Bearers. 
�  Close the railing gate. 
�  Assist the Priest by bringing the wine and water cruets when asked for during the 

Eucharist. 
�  At the end of the Eucharist, assist by taking the wine, water, chalice, paten and linens, 

and placing them on the shelf or small table.  
�  Open the railing gate at the end of the Eucharist. 
�  Join the procession at the end of the service 
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Crucifer -   

 

�  Lead the procession with the Cross at the beginning of the service. 
�  Take the offering gift bowls to the ushers. 
�  Carry the “silver” alms plate to collect the gift bowls from the ushers. 
�  Lead the procession with the Cross at the end of the service.  

 

2.2 Gospel Bearer:  

 

The Gospel Bearer carries the Gospel book up the aisle and places it on the Altar.   

 

During the sequence hymn, the Gospel Bearer will take the Gospel from the Altar and 
holding it with both hands, raise it up with the fancy cover facing the congregation and 
proceed down the aisle to the 4th pew, turn and hold the Book for the priest or deacon to 
read.  After the Gospel is read, the Deacon/Priest will close the book and step aside to 
allow the Gospel Bearer to again hold the Book high and return to the Altar. The Gospel 
Bearer returns the Gospel Book to the shelf - not onto the altar.  

 

The Gospel Bearer will process at the end of the service without the Gospel book.      
 

2.3 Server:  

 
The Server will receive the bread and wine from the Gift Bearers. 
 
The Server will bring the wine and ciborium (the container holding the wafers) and hand 
them to the celebrant from the side of the altar.  Do not hand the celebrant / deacon the 
elements by reaching over the altar. 
 
After the offering gifts have been taken from the ushers by the Crucifer, place the kneeling 
cushion in front of the railing and close the railing gate. Make sure the latch under the 
railing is firmly in place. If you have trouble closing the latch, it is OK to ask the usher to 
help you close it.     
 
Then bring the wine and water cruets to the celebrant/deacon.  Remove the stoppers.  
Place the wine in your right hand and the water in your left.  Hand the wine to the 
celebrant/deacon with the handle facing outwards.  Then rotate the water cruet to your right 
hand.  Give the water cruet to the celebrant/deacon.  Receive the wine cruet and rotate it to 
you right hand and wait to receive the water cruet which you will place in your left hand.  
Replace both items on the cruet tale. 



�
����������	
����
�����������������

Page 6 of 15 

 
After the receiving of bread and wine is over, the ushers will be the last to receive and will 
wait for you to open the railing gate.   

 
 

2.4 Crucifer:  
 
Once the crucifer reaches the inside of the chancel steps, he/she is to replace the Cross on 
the wall and then sit on the bench nearest the sacristy. 
 
At the start of the offering the crucifer is to get the "silver alms basin" from the shelf and 
then go stand in front of the altar railing.  Please use both hands to hold the basin.  The 
ushers will place the offerings on this basin. 
 
Give the alms basin to the priest by going to the side of the altar.  The priest will place the 
alms basin on the altar. 
 
Stand during the Eucharistic Prayer 
 
Lead the procession at the end of the service, by carrying the Cross.  
 
Once you have taken the Cross down, walk to center of the Chancel and face the Altar  
holding the Cross ready to process.  Once the chalice bearers have reverenced the altar 
and turned toward the crucifer, then the crucifer turns and proceeds slowly down the aisle 
to the back of the church. 
 

 

3 Descriptions of the Acolyte Duties  
 

3.1 Candles:  
 

Lighting the Candles 

 

"Taper" is both the name of the wooden-handled device and the mini-candle it holds.  If you 
have a choice of a long-handled taper or a short one, choose the long one.  Our Tapers are 
oil filled.  Carry the taper with the flame up. When lighting the candles, keep the end of the 
handle near you up high so that you can get the flame as near as possible to the candle 
wick. If the taper blows out, re-light it from one of the candles you just lit.   

 

For the 8:00am and 10:00 am services, light only the altar candles.   

 

The Paschal candle will be lit at Baptisms and at Easter time. 
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Acknowledge the cross prior to lighting the candles by bowing at the center of the altar.  
From that position light the candles.  
 

Light the altar candles (facing the altar): right (Gospel) candle first, then the left (Epistle) 
candle.   

 

When you have all the candles lit, acknowledge the cross and exit to the taper stand where 
you may extinguish the taper.   

 

Extinguishing the Candles      

 

Put the bell-shaped end of the taper down over the top of each lit candle, but do not touch 
it.  As you count silently to three, the flame will go out.  If you didn't count slowly enough 
and the candle is still lit, try again, but count more slowly.   

 

Extinguish the candles in the reverse order you lit them. 

 

�  Do not blow out the candles. 
�  Watch for candle wax dripping on the Altar   

 

3.2 Wine and Water:  

 

The wine cruet should be on your right, the water cruet on your left.  This applies whether 
you are right-handed or left-handed.   

 

3.3 Service:  

 

Approximately 10 minutes before the service, the Acolyte (dressed in robe and cincture) 
with lighted taper, will enter through the sacristy door and process to the front of the Altar, 
bow and light the candles on the Altar.  Once the Altar candles are lit, bow again and return 
the taper to the sacristy.   

 

While in the sacristy, check assignments and get questions answered.  Keep talking to a 
minimum, no horsing around. Assist each other in getting ready for the service. Once 
everyone is ready, process to the back of the church with the Cross, Gospel and torches 
(when used).  

 

Line up for procession in this order: 
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Cross 

Gospel 

Servers 

Chalice Bearers 

Deacons  

Priests 

 

Line up for procession in this order when there are Torch Bearers (this is not often): 

 

Cross 

Torch                 Torch 

Gospel 

Servers 

Chalice Bearers 

Deacons  

Priests 

Make sure that torches are lit.  

 

Grip the cross with one hand above the other, about two feet apart.  Hold cross straight and 
high up so you don't trip. 

The gold part should be above your head.  Your left hand should be about nose high, you 
right hand should be level with your bellybutton.  Having your hands apart helps balance 
the cross. The back of the cross should be toward you and held firmly to prevent it from 
swaying when you walk.     

 

The crucifer will go to the inside of the railing, turn left to place the cross back in the holder 
and then sit to the left. 

 

The Gospel Bearer does not reverence the altar but places the Gospel Book on the altar. 

 

The servers and chalice bearers all reverence the altar and then go to their places.  One 
chalice bearer will sit to the right and the other to the left.  The server will sit on the right 
near the credence table. 

 

During the sequence hymn, the Gospel Bearer will take the Gospel from the Altar and 
holding it with both hands, raise it up with the fancy cover facing the congregation and 
proceed down the aisle to the 4th pew, turn and hold the Book for the priest or deacon to 
read.  After the Gospel is read, the Deacon/Priest will close the book and step aside to 
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allow the Gospel Bearer to again hold the Book high and return to the Altar. The Gospel 
Bearer returns the Gospel Book to the shelf - not onto the altar.       

 

At the offering, the Crucifer comes to the Altar railing to take the offering plates and goes to 
the side of the Altar and hands the plates to the Celebrant.   

 

3.4 At the end of the service     

 

At verses 2 or 3 of the recessional hymn, go and get the cross.  Stand facing the Altar from 
the center of the railing.  Turn after the servers bow (the Crucifer  does NOT bow) and start 
moving SLOWLY down the aisle.  Wait until the hymn is finished and return the cross to the 
latch on the wall by walking down the side aisle.   
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4 Example Diagrams  
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5 Church Layout   
 
 

Altar 

Chancel 

Pulpit 

S
acristy 

N
ave 

Crossing 

Narthex 
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6 Glossary   
 
Acolyte -- originally a minor clerical order but now usually a lay function in the church; the acolyte assists the priest, 
lights and carries candles, and performs other ceremonial functions. 
 
Altar -- a table (located in the sanctuary or the crossing) on which are placed the vessels for holding the bread, wine, 
and water used in the Eucharist or communion. 
 
Chancel -- the portion of a church between the front row of pews and the altar. In some larger churches, this is also 
the place the choir sits; sometimes also called the "choir".  At St. Paul’s Church this is the area from the railing up to 
and around the Altar. 
 
Clergy -- the group of ordained ministers of a church or denomination; all ministers together as distinguished from 
lay persons. When used in distinction from laity, the term includes both bishops and priests; sometimes the term refers 
to all priests except the bishops: as in the expression, "All bishops and other clergy..." 
 
Communion -- the Christian sacramental meal, equivalent to the Lord's Supper; now more commonly called 
'Eucharist' in Episcopal churches; also called Mass in Roman Catholic churches. 
 
Crossing -- in church architecture, the main intersection of aisles at the front of the church; if viewed from above, 
these aisles form a large cross. Sometimes the altar is located at the crossing. In a service, crossing refers to a hand 
gesture of making a cross pattern on one's body; also a gesture made by a priest or bishop over a congregation or upon 
a person at death or baptism. 
  
Crucifer - - a person in a religious procession who bears the cross and who leads the procession into the church. 
 
Eucharist -- a "good gift" or thanksgiving; the current usage in the Episcopal Church to refer to communion or the 
Lord's Supper. 
 
Font -- a basin of water used in baptism. The Episcopal Church practices baptism by "sprinkling" rather than by "full 
immersion". 
 
Gospel, The -- any reading from Matthew, Mark, Luke, or John in the New Testament; also a general reference to the 
essential message of the Christian faith. 
 
Liturgy - - literally the word means the work of the people; generally used to refer to the full text of the words of a 
worship service; any ritual order for holding a church service.  
 
Narthex -- an enclosed space at the entry end of the nave of a church; the entry porch or vestibule. 
  
Nave -- the main part of a church; the place where the congregation sits. Derived from an old word for ship; in older 
churches the beams of the roof resembled the beams and timbers in the sides of a ship. 
 
Parish hall / house -- a gathering place for a local congregation separate from the church building.  
 
Parish -- the group of people of a certain area who are organized into a local church; sometimes the word also refers 
to the geographic region around a church. In the South many of the present-day counties were once referred to as 
parishes (as is still the case in Louisiana); mostly a reference to the local congregation. 
 



�
����������	
����
�����������������

Page 15 of 15 

Pulpit -- a raised platform with railing used for the sermon or homily; generally located to one side (usually the right 
side facing the altar) of the front of the nave, not in the center as in most protestant churches. 
 
Rector -- the priest or minister of a local church or parish; the head priest of a parish.  
 
Rectory -- the residence of a rector; the place where an Episcopal minister lives. 
 
Sacristy -- the room near the altar where priests vest for the service; the room where the communion vessels and 
vestments are kept. 
 
Sexton -- an olde English title for the person in charge of the church building (or a special portion of it) and grounds; 
in America the Sexton is also commonly head of maintenance and custodial services. 
 
Sanctuary -- the portion of a church at the head of the chancel around the altar; the space immediately around the 
altar. 
 
Torch (Torch Bearer) -- a person who carries a candle in a religious procession; often the Crucifer is followed by 
two "Torches" -- two persons each carrying a candle mounted on a short staff. 
 


