
Guidelines for Ministers of Holy 
Communion at Mass, and related 
liturgies 
(An updated extract from the CTS booklet 
Ministering Communion: Parish Resource 
Study Book – LT08. Fr Allen Morris, Catholic 
Truth Society, London © 2015) 

1) Training 

It is important that ministers of Holy 
Communion have a good understanding of the 
ministry that they share in, and especially of the 
Mystery of the Holy Eucharist. 

In selecting people to exercise ministry as 
commissioned ministers of Holy Communion 
the parish priest will generally look for 
someone whose faith is evident, who is of good 
character and respected in the community. This 
helps to ensure that there is no contradiction 
between who and how the minister is in 
themselves and the Mystery of Communion 
that they are called to minister. 

Most of those called to serve as commissioned 
ministers, like most of those called to serve as 
bishops, priests and deacons, know that they 
are not worthy of the call. And yet others 
recognise in us something that we may not 
recognise for ourselves. If asked to serve then, 
unless there is some grave reason not to do so, 
we can confidently accept the invitation, 
trusting in the Church, and in the love of God. 
We will require some instruction in the 
ministry, but the most important qualities are 
likely to be already in place. 

What particular instruction are we likely to 
need? The basics are simply these – the 
practical details about how to minister Holy 
Communion (under both kinds, and how to 
minister the host in the hand and on the 
tongue) and in the particular parish that one is 
commissioned to serve (eg when to come to the 
sanctuary, where to stand to receive 
Communion, where to stand when distributing 
Holy Communion, what to do with the 
Communion vessels (and any remaining hosts 
or Precious Blood) when the congregation has 
received Communion. And to be clear what to 
do should there be some accident and, for 
example, a chalice or hosts are dropped – such 

things very rarely happen, but knowing what to 
do can make any accident less upsetting for 
everyone concerned, should it come to it. 

There are, of course, also many other things 
that it is useful for a minister of Holy 
Communion to know and be introduced to, 
including the following. Some of them are likely 
to be part of an induction course for new 
ministers, and all are likely to be explored as 
part of the on-going formation programme 
provided in the parish, deanery and diocese for 
ministers.   

a. The Eucharist  

• The themes of Covenant and Sacrifice 
in the Scriptures 

• The history of the Mass and worship of 
the Eucharist outside of Mass 

• The theology of Sacrament 

b. The Church 

• The nature and mission of the Church  

• The ministries of the Church 

c. The Liturgy 

• The relationship between Word and 
Sacrament 

• Liturgical ministry 

• Relationship between worship and 
mission 

d. Being a minister 

• At Mass 

• At services of Exposition 

• As a minister to people who are sick or 
housebound 

• Collaboration  

Additional training will be needed for those 
who are regularly ministering to people who are 
sick (dealing with spiritual accompaniment, and 
safeguarding issues) and those who are leading 
worship (eg more detailed consideration of 
particular forms of liturgy and the Liturgical 
Year, as well as presiding skills) 

 



2) Practical Guidance for ministers at 
Mass 

i. Preparation before hand 

An obvious thing, but worth saying: it is 
important to have clean hands for ministering 
Holy Communion. If necessary, wash your 
hands in the sacristy before Mass begins. 

ii. Arriving in time 

Ministers work as members of a team, and it is 
an act of courtesy to the team, as well as the 
wider congregation to make sure they arrive in 
good time for the celebration of the Liturgy. 

It is good practice to have a method of ‘signing-
in’, and also an agreed time by which all 
ministers will have either signed in or been 
replaced by another minister. 

iii. Prayerful preparation 

In the final minutes before Mass, pray privately 
for a moment or two, for the community you 
are there to serve. Pray that their reception of 
Holy Communion may be fruitful for their 
lives.. 

The ministry team may also assemble in the 
sacristy to pray with the priest before Mass 
begins, and to form part of the entrance 
procession. 

It may be helpful to note the order of ministers 
in the entrance procession  

• the thurifer carrying a smoking 
thurible, if incense is being used 

• servers who carry lighted candles, 
and between them a server 
carrying the processional cross 

• others ministers (eg servers, 
readers, cantors and 
commissioned ministers of Holy 
Communion)  

• a reader carrying a Book of the 
Gospels, slightly elevated; 

• the Priest who is to celebrate the 
Mass. 

Those ministers who are not to be seated 
on the sanctuary will genuflect at 
entrance to the sanctuary (if the Blessed 

Sacrament is reserved there) and then 
make their way to their place. If the 
Blessed Sacrament is not reserved on the 
sanctuary, they will simply bow to the 
altar before making their way to their 
place. 

iv. During Mass 

a. Entering/Leaving the sanctuary 

Locally agreed practice will 
observed as to what ministers of 
Holy Communion should wear 
when ministering (the basic choices 
are modest street clothing or an alb); 
whether all ministers come to and 
leave the sanctuary at the same time, 
or not; where to stand to receive 
Holy Communion; and where to 
stand to distribute Holy 
Communion.  

Even if the Blessed Sacrament is 
reserved in the sanctuary ministers 
should not genuflect on 
entering/leaving the sanctuary: 
rather the minister should bow to 
the altar. 

v. Distributing Holy Communion 

a. Distributing the Host 

The two normal ways of receiving 
the host in England and Wales, 
commended by the Bishops, are 
either in the hand or directly on the 
tongue. The choice of which  

In both cases, before ministering 
the host, the minister says: ‘The 
Body of Christ’ and the 
communicant responds ‘Amen.’ 

• In the hand 

When receiving Holy Communion 
in the hand, we make with our 
hands the form of both a cross and 
a throne in which to receive our 
King who sacrificed his life for us. 
With clean, empty hands and with 
gloves removed, we receive him 
with utter reverence and consume 



the Host carefully in the presence of 
the minister before turning away.1 

• On the tongue 

When we receive Holy Communion 
on the tongue, we are aware of 
coming to be fed with the Food of 
Life, conscious of our utter 
dependence on the Lord. We know 
the holiness of the One we receive, 
beyond our touch.2 

b. Distributing the Precious Blood 

By tradition a deacon is a minister of 
the chalice, and will exercise that 
ministry even where there is a mix 
of ordained and lay ministers 
assisting with the distribution of 
Holy Communion. 

Before ministering the chalice, the 
minister says: ‘The Blood of Christ’ 
and the communicant responds 
‘Amen.’ 

The minister should hand the 
chalice to the communicant who 
should receive it with two hands and 
return it to the minister. 

The minister then wipes the outside 
of the chalice with the purificator 
cloth, and turns the chalice by a 
quarter turn before presenting it to 
the next communicant. 

c. Intinction 

Receiving Holy Communion by 
Intinction, where the host is dipped 
into the Precious Blood by the 
minister and placed directly by them 
on the tongue of the communicant 
is discouraged in England and 
Wales. It obscures the distinct 
fulfilment of the invitation of the 
Lord to take and eat, to take and 
drink. 

The Bishops have said that ‘If 
Communion under both kinds is 

 
1 Pastoral Letter of Archbishop Vincent Nichols, ‘28 

June 2011 ‘Receiving Holy Communion’ 

given by intinction (which is not 
recommended in England and 
Wales), the communicant may 
choose to receive under the form of 
bread only. When Communion in 
the form of intinction is given, the 
following formula is said, “The 
Body and Blood of Christ,” and the 
communicant responds, “Amen”. 
Intinction can only be administered 
by a minister and may not be self-
administered.’3 

vi. Blessing those who do not 
receive Holy Communion 

Often people will present 
themselves for a blessing during the 
Communion Procession. They will 
sometimes be Christians who are 
not Catholic or Orthodox, or 
Catholics who for some reason are 
not asking for Communion. 
Sometimes they will be people of 
other faiths (or none) who have 
come to join the Church in prayer 
for some reason or another. 

Over recent years it has been 
common for such people to be 
invited to receive a blessing during 
the Communion Rite. 

The Church has not laid down any 
guidelines for the form of the 
blessing. However two principles 
are widely observed. 

First that the form of blessing 
during the Communion Rite should 
be the same whether given by an 
ordained minister, or a lay minister. 
This avoids all those wanting a 
blessing going to one class of 
minister or the other. 

For that reason, and secondly, the 
blessing takes the form of a prayer, 
rather than the typical form of 
blessing, such as that which 
concludes the Mass, ie ‘May 

2 Ditto 
3 Celebrating the Mass, 211 



almighty God bless you, the Father, 
the Son, and the Holy Spirit’. That 
form of blessing is reserved to the 
clergy.  

A better form for use during the 
Communion Rite would be the 
prayer: 

May the love of God be in your 
heart always. 

Or the biblical phrase: 

May the Lord let his face shine on you 
and be gracious to you.4 

This form of blessing also has the 
advantage of avoiding mention of 
the Trinity, thus making the form of 
prayer more appropriate, for 
example, to any Jews or Muslims 
presenting themselves for blessing. 

The minister may place their hand 
on the head or the shoulder of the 
person being prayed for, before 
saying the prayer. 

vii. After the distribution of Holy 
Communion 

A minister of the chalice should 
return the chalice to the altar or 
credence table as parish practice 
determines. Any remaining 
consecrated wine should be 
consumed by the priest, and the lay 
ministers return to their places. 

If any hosts are remaining they will 
be gathered together and then (if 
there are a very few) be consumed 
by the priest or placed in the 
tabernacle, by one of the ministers 
of communion, clergy or lay. 

The purification of the communion 
vessels, cleansing them with water 
and drying them, should be carried 
out by an ordained minister. If there 
are many vessels then this 
purification may be better carried 
out after the end of Mass. 

 
4 Numbers 6:25 

viii. Dismissal of Commissioned 
Ministers taking Communion to 
the Housebound or Sick 

It is fitting for Holy Communion to 
be taken directly from Mass to the 
sick or those unable to leave their 
homes.  

The pyx may be prepared at the end 
of the distribution of Holy 
Communion and left on the 
corporal ready to be formally given 
to the ministers concerned.  

Appropriate times for the deacons, 
acolytes, or commissioned ministers 
of Holy Communion to receive a 
pyx from the priest and be ‘sent’ to 
take Holy Communion and leave 
the assembly are either after the 
Communion of the people or 
immediately before the final 
blessing. 

The ministers may depart before the 
Prayer after Communion, 
immediately after the Prayer after 
Communion or as part of the 
concluding procession of ministers. 
Local circumstances will determine 
which of these various options will 
be most fitting in any particular 
parish. 

The Presider will normally speak 
words of dismissal or missioning 
over the ministers taking Holy 
Communion to the sick and 
housebound. These words may be 
based on the words of the 
Communion antiphon, on the 
readings of the day, or in a simple 
form such as: 

Go now, to our sisters and brothers 
unable to be with us for reasons of 
sickness and infirmity. 
Take to them from our celebration 
the word of God and Holy 
Communion, 



that they might share with us these 
signs of the Lord’s goodness.5 

ADDITIONAL NOTES 

• Being personally present 
The minister is ministering to the Faithful, not 
merely distributing Holy Communion, so the 
action of ministering needs to be, to some 
extent, a person-to-person engagement. Of 
course the principal focus of the engagement is 
the mutual relationship with Christ present in 
the Sacrament, but attentiveness to the person to 
whom you are ministering is most appropriate 
also. This might be expressed most commonly 
by making eye-contact as you say ‘The Body of 
Christ’, in listening to their response, in waiting 
for them to be ready to receive; acknowledging 
the presence of a child etc. A warm personal 
human presence provides an appropriate 
context for someone to receive the living and 
loving Lord in Holy Communion. 

• Taking appropriate 
responsibility for any irregularity 
It is very rare for someone to come to receive 
communion who should not, or who wishes to 
abuse the Sacrament, but it happens. If someone 
receives the host and goes to walk away with it 
simply ask them, gently but firmly, to consume 
it directly. In most cases they will have simply 
been distracted and will comply immediately. 
Sometimes however it will become evident that 
the person is not familiar with receiving 
communion. In that case it is better to take the 
host from them and offer a blessing. Try to 
speak to the person after the Mass also just to 
explain, so that they are helped to know what to 
do next time they are at Mass, and to resolve any 
embarrassment caused. 

If the matter is not resolved easily draw it to the 
attention of the priest presiding at the Mass, 

during the Communion Rite or afterwards, as 
seems best. 

• Accidents 
Again it is very rare, but it happens, that 
a hosts or a chalice are dropped.  

• Accidents with the consecrated 
wine 
If the chalice is dropped then a purificator or 
purificators should be placed over any spilt 
consecrated wine to soak it up. Normally this 
should be left in place until after the Mass has 
ended when the floor can be properly cleaned and 
the purificators dealt in the appropriate way. 

If the consecrated wine has spilt on someone’s 
clothing, then they should be provided with a 
purifcator to dab it from their clothes, and where 
appropriate they should be given access to the 
sacristy so that water can be used to remove the 
consecrated wine. It is better that this should be 
done directly over the sacrarium so that the water 
used may drain directly to the earth, thus best 
respecting the dignity of the sacramental species. 

• Accidents with Hosts 
If a host is dropped on a clean floor, then usually 
the simplest way to deal with the ‘problem’ is for 
the minister to pick up the host and consume it 
directly. 

If that is not suitable then the host should be put 
to one side (perhaps held in the minister’s hand, or 
returned directly to the altar and left on the 
corporal.) until the minister has finished 
distributing Holy Communion. The priest should 
be then told what has happened. Commonly he will 
then remove the host to the sacristy and dissolve it 
in water, pouring the water into the sacrarium, 
returning it directly to the earth. 

The same procedure should be followed whether 
the accident involved a single host or a number of 
hosts. 

 

 
5 cf Celebrating the Mass, 220, 221 



3) Ministering Holy Communion to the sick in Hospital or in their home 

The rite to be used in ministering Holy Communion to the Sick is contained in the ritual book Pastoral 
Care of the Sick. Those ministers who are regularly ministering to the sick will find it helpful to have their 
copy of the rite. 

INTRODUCTORY RITES 

Greeting 
The minister greets the sick person and others present. 
An ordained minister will use the standard form as used 
at Mass. A lay minister will say:  

Brothers and sisters, let us bless the Lord,  
who went about doing good  
and healing the sick.  

Blessed be God now and for ever. 
Blessed be God now and for ever. 
 or  Amen. 

Penitential Act 
One of the forms provided in the Missal is used. The 
third form is perhaps the simplest only requiring the sick 
person to respond to the Lord, have mercy/Christ, have 
mercy, eg  

Lord Jesus, you healed the sick: 
Lord, have mercy.  Lord, have mercy. 

Lord Jesus, you forgave sinners: 
Christ, have mercy.  Christ, have mercy. 

Lord Jesus, you give us yourself  
to heal us and bring us strength: 
Lord, have mercy.  Lord, have mercy. 

The minister concludes the Penitential Act with the 
usual absolution. 

LITURGY OF THE WORD 

Reading  
The word of God is proclaimed by one of those present or 
by the minister. The Gospel of the Day or the Sunday 
may be used.  

Response 
The response to the word of God may take the form of a 
brief silence or words of reflection by the minister. 

General Intercessions  
The text used at Mass that Sunday may be used, or a 
simplified form suited to the circumstances of the person 
being ministered to. 

LITURGY OF HOLY COMMUNION 

The Lord’s Prayer 

Communion 

The minister shows the Host to those present using 
approved words, such as those used at Mass: 

Behold the Lamb of God, 
behold him who takes away the sins of the world. 
Blessed are those called  
to the supper of the Lamb. 

Lord, I am not worthy 
that you should enter under my roof, 
but only say the word 
and my soul shall be healed. 

Holy Communion is then ministered in the usual way to 
the sick person, and others present who wish to receive. 

Silent Prayer 

Prayer after Communion 
The minister says a concluding prayer. The prayer used at 
Mass that day or on the preceding Sunday may be 
suitable, but may also need adjusting for use outside of 
Mass. Alternatively the following prayer might be used. 

God our Father, 
you have called us to share  
the one bread and one cup 
and so become one in Christ. 

Help us to live in him, that we may bear fruit, 
rejoicing that he has redeemed the world. 

We ask this through Christ our Lord.  Amen. 

CONCLUDING RITE 

Blessing 
An ordained minister will offer a blessing in the usual  
way.  A lay minster will invoke God’s blessing and make 
the sign of the cross on him or herself while saying a prayer 
for blessing such as:  

May the Lord bless us,  
protect us from all evil 
and bring us to everlasting life.  Amen 
 



4) Viaticum 

INTRODUCTORY RITES 

Greeting 
Sprinkling with Holy Water 
Address 
Penitential Act 
[Apostolic Pardon] 

LITURGY OF THE WORD 

Reading  
Homily 
Baptismal Profession of Faith 
Litany 

 

LITURGY OF VIATICUM 

The Lord’s Prayer 
Communion as Viaticum 
Silent Prayer 
Prayer after Communion 

CONCLUDING RITE 

Blessing 
Sign of Peace

 
5) Assisting at a service of Exposition of the Blessed Sacrament 

The rite to be used is contained in the ritual book Holy Communion and Worship of the Eucharist 
outside Mass. 

When it is led by a commissioned minister, the outline of the rite is as follows. The ritual book 
offers clear guidance on the preparation of the time of prayer, and provides texts to be used. 

Song 

Exposition (Procession from place of reservation) 

Readings, Homily, Prayers, Songs  
(including Liturgy of the Hours) ad libitum 

Eucharistic Song 

Prayer 

Reposition (Procession to place of reservation) 

Acclamation (which may take the form of a hymn or song to our Lady) 



6) Assisting at a Celebration of the Word and Communion 

The ritual for this form of celebration, approved for use in England and Wales, is Celebrations 
of the Word and Communion. It is available as a download from the website of the Liturgy 
Office of the Bishops’ Conference of England and Wales.6 

The ritual booklet contains guidance for the preparation and celebration of such services, when 
they have been approved by the diocesan bishop. 

The outline for the rite is as follows: 

Introductory Rites 

Opening Song 

Greeting 

Introduction 

Penitential Rite 

Gloria 

Opening Prayer 

Liturgy of the Word 

Reading 

Psalm 

Reading 

Gospel Acclamation 

Gospel 

Reflection 

Silence 

Profession of Faith 

General Intercessions 

Liturgy of Communion 

Transfer of the Blessed 
Sacrament 

The Lord’s Prayer 

Sign of Peace 

Breaking of Bread 

Communion 

Silence 

Thanksgiving 

 
6 http://www.liturgyoffice.org.uk/Resources/CWC/index.shtml 

Concluding Rite 

Concluding Prayer 

Blessing 

Dismissal 

 

Use of italic denotes an 
element included on 
Sundays and Solemnities. 

 

The role of Minister of Holy Communion 
will normally be confined to the Liturgy of 
Communion. However it is important that 
this form of celebration, as others, be 
prepared and ministered collaboratively, and 
so the ministers will together share in that 
responsibility.  


