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The Acolyte’s Role in Worship 

A guiding principle of belief in the Presbyterian Church has been 
the ancient principle of lex orandi, lex credendi. This Latin 
expression means that “the law of prayer is the law of belief.” In 
other words, what we believe should not simply be a collection of 
doctrines or ideas but should find its expression in the way we 
worship. 

The Directory for Worship (in the Book of Order) and The Book of 
Common Worship guide our worship. These two documents follow 
biblical principles for worship. For us, our worship shapes the 
content of what we believe and we enact what we believe in the 
context of our worship. 

We are a liturgical church, which means that we share in a tradition 
of worship that goes back to the early days of Christianity. The term 
“liturgy” comes from a Greek word meaning “the work of people.” 
We take so much care for the liturgy not because we want it to be 
pretty or have a fixation about it, but because it is the lived-out 
expression of what we believe, offered to the praise and glory of 
God. And you, as an acolyte, play a very important role in carrying 
out the liturgy. 

With that role comes responsibility. Your responsibility is to 
participate in and help lead worship, without calling attention to 
yourself. Calling attention to yourself would distract others from 
their worship and their time with God. 

This acolyte manual has been designed as a resource to assist you in 
your ministry and help you to be the most effective acolyte that you 
can be. May God be always present in your ministry as an Acolyte at 
Union Presbyterian Church. 
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Order of Procession 

PROCESSION IN 
Crucifer 
Torches 

Banner(s) if Using 
Choir 

Gospel Bearer or Beadle* 
Minister 

PROCESSION OUT 
Crucifer 
Torches 

Choir 
Minister 

Notes on Processing: 

1. The purpose of the torches is to illuminate the Cross as well as to 
illuminate the Gospel when it is proclaimed. For this reason, 
torches should stay close behind the cross in the Procession. 

2. The two torches represent either the Epistle and the Gospel, or 
the Old and New Testaments, which “stand” on either side of the 
Cross and illuminate it for us (give us understanding). 

3. Banners are not processed out. 
4. The Bible or Gospel Book is also not processed out. Once the 

Gospel has been proclaimed to us, we (believers) are to bear the 
Gospel out into the world! 

5. Pitcher of water is also not processed out. 
6. There is no “recession” at the end, unless people are walking 

backwards! We process in, and we process out.  

*Replaced by Water Bearer on baptism Sundays. 
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UPC Acolyte Levels, 
Ages, and Requirements 

Motto: “I come among you as one who serves.”  Luke 22:27 

Junior Acolyte: 5th through 8th Grade 
• Torches, Bible or Gospel Book 

Senior Acolyte: 9th through 12th Grade 
• Torches, Bible or Gospel Book, Banners, Cross 

All acolytes should be faithful in attendance and should attend 
initial acolyte training and periodic refresher training sessions. 
There will be occasional rehearsals throughout the year (for 
example, on those occasions when there is a Gospel procession). 
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Basic Instructions for Acolytes 

Before the Service: 

• Be vested at least 10 minutes before the service. 
Please do not be late. 

• If you are unable to serve at the appointed time, please 
arrange for a substitute and let the acolyte master know. This 
is your responsibility and is not the responsibility of the 
acolyte master. (For Senior Acolytes, 9th-12 Grade, this is 
also not the responsibility of your parents!) 

• If you are unsure about the task you are to perform, consult 
with a Senior Acolyte or the acolyte master.  

• Always dress appropriately for a worship service.Worship is 
the most important thing we do all week: it is a special 
occasion, every Lord’s Day. Do not wear clothing that will 
call undue attention to you. Boys should wear dress shoes if 
possible. No sandals or flip-flops are allowed for boys. 
Sandals, but not flip-flops, are allowed for girls. 

 
During the Service:  

• During the service, the attention of the congregation should 
be on the liturgy and not those serving. Therefore, always 
move discreetly and quietly – and above all, with reverence.  

• When seated in the sanctuary, always sit up straight with 
both feet flat on the floor with your hands folded in your lap 
or placed palms down on your knees. Do not cross your legs 
or stretch them out.  

• When walking, unless you are carrying something, your 
hands should always be folded and held above the waist.  

• When you are serving, your eyes should always be focused on 
the action in the chancel, on the reader, or on the preacher. 
This is particularly important to remember if serving in the 
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Gospel procession. It is very distracting to have an acolyte 
staring into the congregation. If you don’t know where to 
look, the best thing is to keep your eyes lowered and look at 
the floor.  

• Always participate in the service by singing and saying the 
responses. Make sure you have a hymnal and service sheet 
(bulletin) near you.  

• Never chew gum during the service.  
• Always be alert to what is happening in the service in the 

event you need to fill in for another acolyte.  
• Remember that, as an acolyte, you are serving God–offer 

God your best service.  

Vestments for Acolytes: 

• White Surplice 
• Acolyte Cross 
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Instructions for Lighting and Extinguishing Candles 

• Make sure candles are lit before the service. (During the pre-
service music.)  

• Find a rook (candle lighter) in the narthex and light it. Hold 
it with one hand near the bottom and the other hand on or 
near the knob which regulates the length of the taper.  

• Hold the rook in front of you so that it is tipped slightly 
forward with the flame pointing away from you and the bell 
pointing toward you.  

• Do not hold the rook sideways or upside-down (bell pointing 
toward the floor). This causes wax to run back up into the 
rook and cause the mechanism inside to get stuck. 

• Altar candles are lit at every service. 
• Order of lighting altar candles: the Gospel Candle (nearest 

the pulpit) is NEVER left burning alone. So light the lectern 
side first, then the pulpit side. In the same way, when 
extinguishing the candles, the Gospel candle (pulpit side) is 
extinguished first and then the Epistle candle (lectern side). 

• If it is desired to “carry the light out,” this is done from the 
Gospel candle. Light your rook from the Gospel candle, then 
extinguish that candle, then proceed to extinguish the Epistle 
candle. 

• If carrying the light out, after the candles have been 
extinguished, turn the rook so that the bell is facing you. Do 
not leave the taper pointing upward as this will get melted 
wax inside the rook. The flame of a lighted rook should 
always be facing out away from you and the extinguishing 
bell facing toward you. 

• Other sanctuary candles are used on various occasions: 
Christmas Eve, Maundy Thursday, and others as desired. 

• If the Paschal Candle is being used (such as during Easter or 
at a Baptism), it needs to be lit at least 10 minutes before the 
service begins, well before any other candles are lit. It is not 
extinguished until well after the service (a few minutes after 
the closing voluntary is over). 
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• The Paschal candle is brought in at the Easter Vigil and 
placed on a stand in the chancel. It is used throughout the 5o 
Days of Easter. It is lit well before the service begins and 
extinguished well after the service is over to give the 
impression that it is continuously burning throughout the 
season of Easter. 

• The Paschal candle is also used at baptisms. On those 
Sundays, its stand is right next to the baptismal font. Again, 
it is lit well before the service begins and is not extinguished 
until well after the service is over. 

• If the Paschal candle is lit, the lighting rooks will be lit from 
the Paschal candle, which will have been lit well before the 
service begins. Light will NOT be carried in or out on a rook 
if the Paschal candle is in use. 

• Candles are not extinguished until after the procession is 
over, while the closing organ voluntary is playing.  

• If there is no procession, candles are not extinguished until 
the minister has left the sanctuary, while the closing organ 
voluntary is playing.  

• If there is a procession, process out whatever item you have 
(torch, Gospel Book, etc.), then get a rook from the narthex 
and proceed back into the sanctuary to extinguish candles. 

• If there is no procession, get a rook from the narthex during 
the last stanza of the closing him and come down the side 
aisle nearest the pulpit (because the Gospel candle will be 
extinguished first). Do not extinguish candles until the 
organist has begun playing the closing voluntary. (After the 
charge/dismissal.) 

• During Advent, do not light the candles on the Advent 
Wreath. The person(s) leading that part of the liturgy will 
light a taper from the Gospel candle and then light the 
Advent Wreath from that taper. 

• Do not blow the candle-lighting taper out (as this sprays wax 
everywhere): instead, slide the taper slowly inside the rook 
until the flame goes out. 
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Responsibilities of Acolyte Master 

• Responsible for mentoring, encouraging, and training persons on 
the team.  

• Be present before the service begins. Check with minister and 
choir director to see if this is a “regular” service or if something is 
different. If different, be prepared to instruct the acolytes. 

• Check to see that candles in torches are secure. Make sure 
refillable candles are full of fuel. (This needs to be done each 
time.) 

• Make sure all necessary items for the service are on hand: 
matches or lighter, water pitcher (if needed), etc. 

• As a rule, torch bearers light and extinguish candles in the 
sanctuary (if candles are being used for the service).  

• Assign one or two people to monitor the vestment hanging racks 
after the service to see that garments are hung properly. 

• Vested team should be at the back of the nave 5 minutes before 
the service begins. 
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Crucifer 

Before the Service: 
• Vest 10 minutes before the service.  
• Check in with the acolyte master.  
• When it is time, get the processional cross and wait in the 

narthex. 
 
Entrance Procession:  

• Lead entrance procession at direction of acolyte master.  
• Stop when you reach the Communion Table. Turning to your 

right, face the congregation. Stay in this position until the 
minister has cleared the Communion Table (you will be able 
to see him out of the corner of your eye). Turn and place 
cross in the appropriate holder. Make sure the cross faces the 
congregation. At all times, the cross should be held 
perpendicular to the ground, even when not in procession.  

• When the minister reaches the chancel, lead the other 
acolytes down the center aisle to the narthex.  

Gospel Procession:  
• At the sequence hymn, get processional cross and lead the 

procession to the Communion Table. Remember to hold the 
cross perpendicular to the ground.  

• When you reach the center aisle, turn to your left and lead 
Gospel procession into the nave, stopping at the fourth pew. 
Turning to your right, turn all the way around and face the 
front of the sanctuary. 

• Hold the cross up during the reading of the Gospel: do not 
rest it on the floor.  

• At the conclusion of the Gospel reading, the Gospel Bearer 
will step aside so you can lead the procession back to the 
chancel.  Replace the cross in its stand. Once the minister is 
in the pulpit you may return to your seat. 
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Procession Out: 
• Go to the narthex during the Post-Communion Prayer (on 

Communion Sundays) or the Doxology (on non-Communion 
Sundays). Proceed down the center aisle to retrieve the cross 
when instructed to do so by the acolyte master.   

• Begin the procession out on the appropriate stanza of the last 
hymn which is selected by the choir director. The acolyte 
master will tell you ahead of time which stanza this will be. 
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Torch Bearers 
 
Before the Service:  

• Be vested 10 minutes before the service.  
• Check in with the acolyte master.  
• When it is time, get torch and wait in the narthex or outside 

in correct procession order.  

Entrance Procession:  
• At acolyte master’s direction, process in on either side of, 

and slightly behind, the Cross. Remember, the torches are 
there to illuminate the Cross! Do not let the crucifer get too 
far ahead of you.  

• When you arrive at the Communion Table, turn toward the 
outside wall (making sure you turn at the same time), walk to 
the corner of the table, turn toward the chancel, take one 
step forward, and then turn toward the center of the 
Communion Table. 

• Hold your torch while the rest of the procession passes by. 
When the minister has cleared the Communion Table, place 
your torches in their holders. Wait for the crucifer to pass in 
front of the Communion Table and follow him/her out to the 
narthex. 

Gospel Procession:  
• At the sequence (usually the second) hymn, go stand by your 

torch, facing the center of the Communion Table. As the 
crucifer approaches the Communion Table, retrieve your 
torch, turn toward the congregation, take a step, turn toward 
each other, walk to the center, then turn toward the 
congregation again and follow the crucifer down the center 
aisle. Again, stay close to the Cross! 

• Stop at the third pew, turn toward the center, and face each 
other. Rest your torch quietly on the floor. The Gospel Bearer 
will stand between you. The torches are there to illuminate 
the Gospel. 
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• When the minister has completed the Gospel reading, he will 
step out of the way, as will the Gospel Bearer. The crucifer 
will lead procession back to the chancel. Torches stay with 
the crucifer until you get to the Communion Table. Once at 
the Communion Table, wait for the Gospel Bearer to place 
the Gospel book on the pulpit, then return the torches to 
their positions and be seated.  

 

Procession Out:  
• Go to the narthex during the Post-Communion Prayer (on 

Communion Sundays) or the Doxology (on non-Communion 
Sundays). Proceed down the center aisle, after the crucifer, 
to retrieve the torches when instructed to do so by the 
acolyte master.   

• When the Cross reaches the center of the Communion Table, 
retrieve the torches and turn as you do for the Gospel 
procession. Follow the Cross down the center aisle to the 
narthex.  

16



Banner Bearers 

Before the Service: 
• Be vested 10 minutes before the service.  
• Check in with the acolyte master.  
• When it is time, retrieve the banner from the front of the 

nave.  

Entrance Procession:  
• Follow the crucifer and torches. Only process at the direction 

of acolyte master.  
• Carry the banner as high as you can so the congregation can 

see it.  
• When you reach the Communion Table, turn and proceed to 

banner stand. Place banner in the same stand from which 
you retrieved it. The front of the banner should face the 
congregation.  

• After the banner has been placed in its stand, follow the 
crucifer and torch bearers to the narthex.  

• Banners are not processed out. 
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Beadle (Bible Bearer) or 
Gospel Bearer 

• The decision of whether to carry the pulpit Bible or the Gospel 
Book rests with the comfort level of the individual acolyte. 

• On occasions when there is a Gospel Procession, the Gospel Book 
will be preferred over the pulpit Bible. 

• Gospel Processions will take place on the following occasions, if 
there are enough acolytes to fill all positions: 

• Christmas Eve 
• Christmas Day (when Christmas falls on a Sunday) 
• Epiphany (or the Sunday right after Epiphany) 
• Transfiguration Sunday 
• Maundy Thursday 
• Easter Sunday 
• Pentecost 
• Trinity Sunday 
• World Communion Sunday (first Sunday in October) 
• All Saints’ Sunday (first Sunday in November) 
• Christ the King Sunday 

Before the Service: 
• Be vested 10 minutes before the service.  
• Check in with the acolyte master.  
• When it is time, retrieve the Bible or Gospel Book from the 

pulpit. 

Entrance Procession:  
• Follow the choir (ahead of the minister). Only process at the 

direction of the acolyte master. 
• When you reach the Communion Table, turn to your left and 

go to the chancel steps. Place the Bible or Gospel Book on the 
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pulpit. Once the minister is in the pulpit, follow the 
torchbearers down the center aisle. 

• If you are unable to climb the steps while carrying the book, 
turn and face the congregation when you get to the foot of 
the steps. The minister will take the Bible or Gospel Book 
from you, and you may follow the torchbearers down the 
center aisle. 

Gospel Procession:  
• At the sequence (usually the second) hymn, go stand at the 

pulpit and retrieve the Gospel Book. Take the Gospel Book 
and walk to the steps on the north side of the chancel (the 
side where the stand for the Cross is). When the crucifer 
takes up the Cross and begins to process, walk down the 
steps and follow him to the table. Wait for the torches to get 
in the procession behind the Cross and follow them down the 
center aisle.  

• The torches will stop at the third pew, turn toward the 
center, and face each other. Walk between them and, turning 
to your right, turn all the way around and face the chancel. 

• The minister will open the Gospel book and turn to the 
correct page. Hold the Gospel Book as he proclaims the 
Gospel. After he has completed the Gospel reading, he will 
step out of the way, to one side of the front row of pews. You 
also should step out of the way, to the opposite side of the 
front row of pews. The crucifer will lead procession back to 
the chancel, followed by the torches. The torches will stop at 
the Communion Table. Continue to follow the Cross and 
proceed to the stairs on the same side you walked down. 
Take the Gospel Book back to the pulpit and place it on the 
pulpit. 

• Once the Minister is back in the pulpit, follow the crucifer 
and torch bearers down the aisle to the narthex and then 
return to your seat.  
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• If you are unable to walk up and down the steps while 
holding the Gospel Book, simply come to the foot of the steps 
when it is time for the Gospel Procession to begin. The 
minister will bring you the Gospel Book and hand it to you 
when he gets down the steps. Take the Gospel Book and 
proceed as explained above. At the end of the procession, 
stop again at the foot of the steps when you get there. The 
minister will take the Gospel Book from you and take it to 
the pulpit. You then may follow the crucifer and torch 
bearers down the aisle to the narthex and then return to your 
seat. 
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Water Bearer 

• Only used when there is a baptism. 
• Walks in procession behind the choir and before the clergy. 
• Carries a pitcher of warm water for the baptismal font. 
• On Sundays when there is a Water Bearer, there is no Beadle or 

Gospel Bearer. 

Before the Service: 
• Be vested 10 minutes before the service.  
• Check in with the acolyte master.  
• When it is time, get one of the glass pitchers from the kitchen 

and fill it with warm water (not all the way to the top). 

Entrance Procession:  
• Follow the choir (ahead of the minister). Only process at the 

direction of the acolyte master. 
• When you reach the Communion Table, turn to your left and 

go to the font. Stand behind the font, facing the 
congregation, and pour the water into the font. Stand at the 
font until the torchbearers start to move, then follow them 
down the center aisle to the narthex. Give the empty pitcher 
to the acolyte master. 

• The water bearer does not take part in the closing 
procession. 
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Gospel Procession Overview 

• At the start of the Gospel hymn (also known as the sequence 
hymn), all four acolytes involved stand and go to their places: 
Gospel Bearer to side of pulpit, Crucifer to cross, torchbearers to 
their torches, facing each other. 

• When everyone is in place, Gospel Bearer takes the Gospel Book 
from the pulpit and walks to the bottom of the steps on the side 
where the Cross is. 

• When the Gospel Bearer reaches the bottom of the steps, the 
crucifer takes the Cross and proceeds down the center aisle to the 
fourth pew. Turning to his/her right, crucifer turns all the way 
around and faces the chancel, continuing to hold the Cross aloft. 

• When the crucifer reaches the Communion table, torchbearers 
pick up torches, follow the Cross down the center aisle (staying 
close to the Cross), stopping and facing each other at the third 
pew (one pew in front of the Cross). 

• Gospel Bearer follows the torchbearers down the center aisle to 
the third pew (standing between them) and, turning to his/her 
right, turns all the way around to face the chancel. 

• When the minister approaches the Gospel Bearer, Gospel Bearer 
holds the book up for him to read, allowing the minister to adjust 
the height at which the book should be held. Gospel Bearer holds 
the book by the bottom edge, making sure fingers are not in the 
way, and stands as still as possible. 

• After the minister has finished reading, he will step out of the way 
in front of the first row of pews on the font side. Gospel Bearer 
also steps out of the way, in front of the first row of pews on the 
opposite side. 

• Crucifer leads the way back up the center aisle, followed by the 
torches, then the Gospel Bearer, then the minister. 

• Torches will go to the Communion Table as usual. Gospel Bearer 
and minister continue to follow the Cross around to the side 
where its stand is. Gospel Bearer takes Gospel book back to the 
pulpit. 
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• When the minister is in the pulpit, crucifer goes down center aisle 
to the narthex, followed by the torchbearers and the Gospel 
Bearer. 

• If the Gospel Bearer cannot go up and down the steps while 
carrying the Gospel Book, he/she can stop at the foot of the steps 
and the minister will bring him/her the Gospel Book. Procession 
continues as usual. After the Gospel is proclaimed, the Gospel 
Bearer once again may stop at the foot of the steps. The minister 
will take the Gospel Book from him/her and take it up the steps to 
the pulpit. Gospel Bearer follows crucifer and torchbearers down 
the center aisle as usual. 

• Torches: avoid making eye contact with each other to avoid the 
giggles! 

• Gospel Bearer: avoid making eye contact with the minister as he 
proclaims the Gospel, for the same reason! 
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Vocabulary for the 
Well-Versed Acolyte 

Alb - A long robe, usually white, used as the basic garment of the 
ministers of Communion, usually worn with a cincture. 
  

Blessing - Part of the final verbal send-off by the clergy to 
everyone else. Things are winding down, fast.  
Candelabra - A heavy stand that holds a progression of candles.  
Chalice - Goblet for the Communion wine.  
Chancel - The area in the front of the worship place where the 
Communion Table, Font, and Pulpit are located.  
Cincture - A belt used to gather a garment at the waist and made 
of braided rope or band of cloth.  
Crucifer - The acolyte who carries the cross. Usually is the head 
acolyte of a given liturgy.  
Decanter - Large glass pitcher, which holds baptismal water.  
Dismissal - Part two of the send-off (see Blessing).  
Eucharist - A Greek word meaning “thanksgiving” and often used 
in place of Holy Communion.  
Flagon - Large decanter that holds wine for Communion. 
Gospel Procession- When the cross, torches, Gospel bearer, and 
reader process to a central place among the people and the Gospel 
for the day is read.  
Lector - The person who reads the lesson(s) for the liturgy.  
Liturgy - A word that refers to any worship service. Literally it 
means “work of the people”, what they do together in worship.  
Nave - Refers to the inside of the church building, often referred to 
as a “sanctuary” and reminds us of the nave or the hull of a ship.  
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Oblations - The bread and wine used during the Communion, 
usually presented by the elders.  
Paschal Candle - Tall, distinctive, ornamental candle wedged in a 
floor stand. Stands in the chancel during the Easter season and near 
the baptismal font on baptism Sundays.  
Paten - Silver, gold or ceramic plate which holds bread for 
communion.  
Presentation - When the ushers come forward in tight formation 
with offering plates, and elders come forward with oblations.  
Processional - Entrance of acolytes, choir and clergy during the 
Entrance Hymn.  
Rook - Brass branch-shaped device used in lighting and 
extinguishing candles.  
Torches - Tall pavement candles used in procession and at various 
places around the chancel. 
Vessels - Chalices, patens, decanters, flagons, trays used in 
administering the sacrament of Holy Communion. 
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