
 

 

ACOLYTE INSTRUCTIONS 
 

Welcome to the Ministry of Acolytes, as you are an important part of the Sunday 
morning worship services at St. Paul’s.  The word acolyte means “one who serves,” 
and our responsibility is to serve God and the church and to assist the clergy during 
the worship service.  It is a wonderful way to learn about our liturgy and music in the 
Episcopal Church, and to see what happens ‘behind the scenes’ at during liturgy at St. 
Paul’s. 
 
Gracious God, you call us to be bearers of your light in the world. Grant to your acolytes reverent 
hearts, steady hands, and the will to persevere in service at your altar and at prayer. Bless and guide 
us by your wisdom and help us to spread your word throughout the world. Through Jesus Christ our 
lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God now and forever. Amen.  
 
 
General Guidelines and Expectations 

• There are four/five adult acolyte team leaders who each have a team of youth 
assigned, and who are responsible for scheduling and communicating with and 
managing their team. 

• Generally, the acolyte ministry begins when youth are in the eighth grade, but 
any youth, eighth grade through twelfth grade are welcome to join. 

• When scheduled to serve, please arrive thirty minutes before the start of the 
service to allow enough time to vest and check in with the team leader for 
assignment of responsibilities for the service.  

• Wear leather dress or deck shoes (no tennis shoes). 
• Sandals are fine but be aware that there are a lot of steps in the altar area (no 

flip flops or sandals that flap against your feet). 
• Nice shorts are acceptable during the hot summer months as long as the 

vestment (alb) covers your bare legs. 
• Wear light or neutral colors or black clothing as brightly colored shirts (or with 

sport logo) or other clothing can be seen through your vestments. 
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• Please do not chew gum while serving. 
• Leave all cell phones in the acolyte vesting room. 
• When crossing in front of the altar, always reverence the cross by bowing at the 

waist EXCEPT when you are carrying items for the service such as the 
processional cross or torches, etc. 

• If you cannot serve when scheduled, please find a substitute and let your team 
leader know by phone or email who the substitute is. 

• If you cannot find a substitute, please let your team leader know so that he/she 
can make other arrangements. 

• Acolytes are expected to remain in the chancel and participate in the service 
when they are not actually doing something in the service (in the prayers, creed, 
hymns, listen to the sermon, receive communion, etc.) – there are prayer 
books, hymnals, and leaflets available in the acolyte pews by the altar. 

• When it is time for confession, acolytes can come around to the front of the 
altar rail and kneel during the prayer. 

 
Vesting  

• The acolyte vesting room is located just beyond the child care room close to 
the nave.  

• There is a color-coded size chart on the wall based on height to help acolytes to 
select an alb (white robe) that will fit, somewhere between mid-calf and ankle. 

• Choose a cincture (white rope) that is an appropriate size (not too long or 
short) to tie around the waist with a slip-knot. 

• Choose a cross to wear with your vestment – they are hanging at the end of the 
vestment hangers. 

 
Services of Holy Eucharist  
 
Lighting the Candles Before the Service 

• Candles symbolize the light of Christ in the world.  
• When facing the altar there are two sets of candles on each side of the cross. 
• The tall candles on each side of the retable (the shelf behind the altar table) are 

the Eucharistic candles. 
• The smaller candelabra with six candles each are called office candles. 
• Light both sets of candles fifteen minutes before the service. 
• Light the candle lighter in the sacristy (where communion is prepared) before 

going to light the altar candles. 
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• During Eastertide and at weddings, funerals, and baptisms, there is also a 
paschal candle which sits in the middle of the chancel (where the choir sits) – 
light it before the altar candles. 

• When one acolyte is lighting the candles, approach the altar from inside the rail, 
go to the center and reverence the cross, and light the Eucharistic candle on the 
RIGHT side first. 

• Then light the Eucharistic candle on the LEFT side. 
• Then light the office candles on the RIGHT side next, beginning with the 

closest one to the cross and proceed outward, lighting the rest (like a curtain).   
• Do the same with the LEFT side office candles, beginning with the closest one 

to the cross and proceed outward, lighting the rest (like a curtain). 
• If two acolytes are lighting, one does all the right side candles, beginning with 

the Eucharistic candle, and continuing with the right side office candles as 
above, while the other does all the left side candles in the same way. 

• During the season of Advent/Christmas, light the wreath candles after the 
Eucharistic candles/office candles. (During Christmas, begin with the Christ 
candle.) 

• After lighting the candles, move down to the bottom of the steps and 
reverence the cross and return to the sacristy.  

• After lighting the candles return the lighter back to the sacristy in the rack, and 
remain there as the clergy will come in and pray before the service. 

• Do NOT light the candles on the side altar – they are usually only lit 
when communion is celebrated there, such as on Wednesday mornings. 

 
Procession In  

• The procession at the beginning signals the start of the service. 
• The acolytes lead the choir, chalice bearers, and clergy into the service as well 

as helping to create an atmosphere of celebration and joy.   
• The 1st crucifer, (carries the cross of Christ), along with at least one pair of 

torchbearers, line up in the short hall way and enter the church by the 
baptismal font alcove.  The acolytes carrying the larger torches are right behind 
the 1st crucifer, and if there is another pair of torchbearers, they follow the first 
pair, using the smaller set of torches. 

• Torchbearers always walk in pairs so if there is just one torchbearer (or an 
uneven number, you do not process with a torch.  

• Behind the torchbearers will be half the choir.  
• On the other side of the church in the hallway behind the organ, the 2nd 

crucifer (carries the clergy cross) will line up at the top step beside the side altar.  
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• Behind the 2nd crucifer will be one set of torchbearers carrying small torches 
and an acolyte carrying in the gospel book.  

• The gospel book holder holds the gospel book upright at their face level or 
above when processing the gospel book. 

• After the bells toll, the organist will begin to play the first hymn and that is the 
signal for the crucifers to start processing down the aisle.  

• Walk in a slow and steady pace down each side aisle lead the choir into the 
church.  

• The two crucifers should be parallel to each other as they are walking down 
each side aisle, so pay attention to each other. 

• When the 1st crucifer arrives near the front doors of the church and is ready to 
start down the center aisle, make sure that the torchbearers are right behind 
you, and the choir after them.  

• Continue in a slow and steady pace down the center aisle.  
• As the 2nd crucifer approaches the end of the side aisle, make sure to step aside, 

along with the torchbearers and gospel book holder, and let the other half of 
the choir pass so that they can meet up with their partners from the other aisle, 
to go down the center aisle.   

• After the choir heads down the center aisle the chalice bearers will follow, then 
the 2nd crucifier, torchbearers, and gospel book holder, then the clergy at the 
end of the procession.    

• As the 1st crucifer reaches the opening at the altar railing, he/she will step over 
to the left of the opening in the rail, and continue to face the altar.  

• The 1st set of torchbearers will separate at the opening of rail.  
• The torchbearer on the right will move over to the right side of the rail and the 

one on the left will stand on the left side of the 1st crucifier. The torchbearer on 
the right will need to leave room to their left for the 2nd crucifier.   

• As the 2nd crucifer reaches the opening at the altar railing, he/she will step over 
to the right of the opening and continue to face the altar. 

• The other pairs of torchbearers will also separate at the altar, continuing the 
right and left patterns of the other torchbearers, with the last torchbearers on 
the left and right far side of the rail.   

• The gospel book holder will go to the right to the end of the line.  
• When the choir and clergy are in place the 1st crucifer, torchbearers, and gospel 

book holder will all walk into the sacristy to the left.  
• The 2nd crucifer will put the cross in its place and join the other acolytes in the 

sacristy.  
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The Gospel Procession 
• During the reading of the lesson right before the gospel, the acolytes will light 

their candles and line up for the gospel procession. 
• Order:  small torch-small torch-large torch-crucifier-large torch-small torch-

small torch-gospel book holder. 
• The gospel book holder holds the gospel book upright at their face level or 

above when processing the gospel book. 
• When the music starts for the hymn/gospel acclamation, acolytes will walk out 

and face the congregation, standing in front of the altar rail. 
• The priest/deacon at the lectern prayer desk will signal the crucifer when it is 

time to process (usually during the final stanza of the hymn). 
• The crucifer will walk to the 1st column and stop, and turn towards the altar.  
• Each torchbearer will stop and face each other across the aisle. 
• The gospel book holder will walk in between the torch bearers and turn 

towards the altar.  
• The person reading the gospel will usually read with an acolyte holding the 

gospel book.  
• After reading, the gospeller (priest or deacon who proclaims the gospel) and 

acolyte with the gospel book with step aside to allow the crucifier to process 
back to the altar.  

• The torch bearers will pair back up and walk behind the crucifier, followed by 
the gospel book and gospeller.  

• The gospeller returns to the lectern prayer desk (or to wherever their seat is).  
• As the acolytes approach the altar, they will stop at altar and spread out along 

the altar railing  - just like at the start of the Gospel Procession but now facing 
the altar.  

• After a brief moment, acolytes will leave the altar railing - the acolytes to the 
left of the crucifier will walk off to the left and the acolytes on the right will 
walk off to the right.  

• All torchbearers will blow out their candles and place them in the holders on 
the left and right sides. The crucifer will replace the cross back in the stand, and 
the gospel book is placed on the shelf under the credence (table on right inside 
the rail that holds the bread and wine and communion vessels.   

• After everything is put in its place securely, the acolytes will sit in the pews 
located on each side of the altar. 
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Offertory  
• After the announcements, the clergy and chalice bearers (if not already up 

there) will walk to the altar.  
• After the clergy have walked through the opening at the railing, two acolytes 

(assigned by their team leader) will take the offertory plates and walk down the 
to the steps that lead down from the chancel (area around altar, including 
where the choir sits) to hand out the plates to the ushers.  

• One of the ushers will hand the acolyte a card with the number attending the 
service on it.  

• The acolyte who receives the card will hand the card to the priest/deacon who 
is setting the altar. 

 
Cushion and Railing 

• Once the acolytes are back from handing out the offertory plates, another 
acolyte (assigned by the team leader) will close the altar rail for communion.  

• Pick up the cushion that is to the side and place it on the floor in the center 
and then step over it, pick up the rail extension, and secure the rail in place.  

 
Assisting with Setting the Altar 

• A priest/deacon will be setting the altar for communion.    
• Remember the 4 W’s – Wafer, Wine, Water, Wash.   
• When the ushers come forward to collect the offertory plates, two parishioners 

will carry the bread and wine from the back for communion.  
• An acolyte and team leader will meet the parishioners and take the bread and 

wine and hand it to the priest/deacon at the altar. 
• Make sure the priest/deacon gets the card with the count as they need it to 

know the numbers for communion. 
• The acolyte who is serving at the table goes to the credence, removes the lid 

from the other ciborium (holds the wafers/bread) and takes it to the 
priest/deacon at the altar. 

• Then get the other wine flagon (pitcher that holds wine or water) along with 
the smaller one that has the water and take it to the priest/deacon at the altar. 

• Wait for the priest/deacon to hand the items back to you and return them to 
the credence. 

• They should also give you the veil (covers that chalice or cup and paten or 
plate on the altar and burse (goes on top of veil, holds extra purificators – a 
sort of napkin used to wipe the chalice after someone drinks from it) and pall 
(stiff white linen-covered square that sits under the veil on top of the paten). 
Place them on the shelf under the credence. 
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• If the LEV kits (Lay Eucharistic Visitor) have not been consecrated during an 
earlier service, place the kits on the altar.  

 
Lavabo (the hand-washing) 

• Once the altar is set, the celebrant will walk towards the acolyte who will wash 
the hands of the celebrant (called a lavabo, or washing).  

• The acolyte will place a small towel over their left arm, and hold the small silver 
bowl in their left hand.  

• Hold a cruet (pitcher) or small flagon in the right hand and pour water over the 
fingers of the celebrant.  

• The celebrant usually says a prayer while doing this, and then will place the 
towel back on your left arm after drying their hands. 

• After washing, bow to the celebrant and place the items back on the credence.  
 
Presentation of the Gifts 

• At the end of the offertory anthem/hymn, the celebrant will stand at the altar 
and the other clergy will join him/her, and indicate to the congregation that 
they should stand.  

• The two acolytes who passed out the offertory plates will pick up the large 
receiving plates and walk to the altar to receive the offertory plates from the 
ushers.   

• After collecting the plates, turn around and hand the plates to the clergy person 
who is on the left side of the celebrant and return to your place.  

• After the plates are lifted up by the clergy, along with the bread and wine, the 
team leader will take the plates to the sacristy/clergy vesting room for the 
Vestry of the Day to take care of. 

• There will be a presentation hymn or doxology sung. 
 
Communion 

• When it is time to receive communion, the clergy will commune each other 
first. 

• Then the clergy will commune the chalice bearers, organist(s), and 
acolytes/team leaders. 

• The acolytes near the credence will assist the team leader in placing the extra 
chalices and patens on the altar so they can be filled for each station. 

• Go to the aumbry (box in wall by credence) and bring out any reserved 
consecrated bread and/or wine and the small boxes of gluten-free wafers, and 
place them on the altar. 
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• The clergy will commune the acolytes helping with the set up after they have 
finished. 

• After receiving communion, three acolytes will be assigned to hold extra bread 
and wine and gluten-free wafers at the high altar to refill as necessary.   

• After communion, assist the clergy with cleaning up the altar.  They will hand 
you things to put away either in the aumbry or on the credence. 

• Put any left-over consecrated bread/wine/gluten-free back in the aumbry.  
• Put the patens and chalices back on the credence. Sometimes the chalice 

bearers will return their chalices to the sacristy. 
• The acolyte who closed up the altar by moving the cushion and railing will now 

move the rail back to rail holder and pick up the cushion and place on top on 
the cushion to the left.  

• Return to your seats and stand up for the postcommunion prayer (led by the 
celebrant at the altar). 

 
Procession Out 

• After the blessing, the final hymn will start begin. 
• Acolytes will gather up whatever items that they walked in with at the 

beginning of the service and process out with them (crosses and torches).   
• The 1st crucifer will wait for the pair of tall torches and the pair of small torches 

to be ready before walking down from the altar to lead the choir out down the 
center aisle.  

• The procession order is the same as at the beginning of the service: 1st crucifer 
and pairs of tall and short torches, choir, chalice bearers, 2nd crucifer and 
torches, gospel book holder, clergy. 

 
Extinguishing the Candles 

• If acolytes arrive back at the sacristy before the final hymn is over, two acolytes 
will need to get the candle snuffers (located behind the door) and extinguish 
the candles on the altar.   

• Extinguish in this order with two acolytes each doing a side:  LEFT office 
candle moving to center one, then Eucharistic candle.  Other: RIGHT office 
candles beginning outside and moving toward center, then the Eucharistic 
candle.  

• With one acolyte: LEFT office candles beginning with outside and moving 
toward center, then RIGHT office candles moving toward center, then LEFT 
Eucharistic candle, then RIGHT Eucharistic candle. 

• During the season of Advent/Christmas, extinguish the wreath candles before 
the altar candles (Christ candle is last one extinguished on wreath at Christmas). 
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• If there is a paschal candle, extinguish it last. 
• After the dismissal, acolytes should return items to their correct place and clean 

up the area where they were seated during the service.  
• Afterwards, go back to the vesting room to hang up your cross, cincture, and 

alb.  
doe+ 8-14-17 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

Order of extinguishing candles 
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Fold cincture in half Wrap around waist 
with knots on your 
right side

Grab end of loop made 
by the fold and overlap 
as shown

Using right hand, slip 
loop over left hand, 
keeping hold of cincture

Grab knotted end with 
your right hand

Slip knotted ends through 
loop (where left hand is 
making sure that single loop 
is on top of double cincture.) 
Feed knotted ends through 
loop from top to bottom

Drop loop and then 
tighten around waist

Knot is on left hip

How to tie a rope cincture

800.225.2569    www.almy.com


