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footsteps of  the Master, imitating his action, and lsarning from
Miim in a close, psrsonal relaticonship. The Sraining of the
acoiybe seems to follow this exampls from the ministry of Jesus,
The acolytes was not a low-1ife, dead-end peosition in the orders
of  Catholicism. Father, * fthe acolyte had wvery specific
responsibilities to perform, as well as a calling to fulfill. He

was in  the position of servant, and was trained by higher orders

of clergy within the Catholic Church.

Since the times of the early church, fthers is  some
documentation concerning the uwuse of acolytes in Catholicism,
beginning in the third century. Apparently, they were part of

the minor order of ministry in the church, besing the highest of

four orders of the lower clergy. So  the acoclyte had already
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graduated to the fourth lavel of
ultimate goal  being the priesthood There was no acolybs who
wasn’t committed to becoming an ordained priest within the
church.

£

This commitment is sirikingly lacking from the definition of
acolytes today. According  to the earliest use and funchion of
the acolyte, the office resembles and parallels our Vicar program
today. Their days were spent in training.

Their specific  functions varied from parish $o parish, hut
their general assignments were the samsz. The acolyte served the
priest, and assisted him as needed. In the public worship, he
bore the processiconal cross o candelabra, lighting the other

ndles that were dispersed arocund the chancel. He would also be



prominent in the Eucharistic celebration by carrying to the

priest the wins and wafers. He assisted in gatherving the

Outside of the church, he ministered to the sick, taking to
them the communion elements. Asids from thsse pastoral acts, he

acted as secretary to the bishop, no doubt including typical

In the arsa of teaching ministry, the acolyte was also

involved with the training of catechumens who were preparing for

their examination befors baptism. Ferhaps this involved drilling
the catechumen on his knowledge concerning baptism and its

significance for his life and the church.

"The dafinit

i

impression that we must derive from this review
of the ancient church’s use of acolytes is  that Ythey were more

than Jjust lay people involved in the command =f their Lord £o
A o P

serve the church. These men had as  their goal the public
ministry. Such being the case, they were set apart from the lay
people in public worship by special garments. The vestments,
then, had these two purposes: 1} to show that this person had

separated himself from the world in order to serve the church,
and 23 £o show that he had entered a profession which is separate
from the world,

History has traditionally told us that the acolyte wore a

cassock and  cobtba. The cassock was a long, loosely fithing
arment robably not much nicer locking than a boed shest, The
y B ¥ t

cotta was a short surplice, which was a wide-sleeved, loose
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garment wovre over the cassock. How these vestments came into

corvelation betweern bthe garments that the Eomans worse and the

riobes of the oler
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Y- That is the subjsact of another papsr.

Over th

it

ks
-

I'*

~ars, the 'original functicn and purpose of bthe

acolyte has changed. Nothing passes through time without being

tested by current beliefs, attitudes and needs. So as the years
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pas d by, and the church found that fewsr and fewser men were
desiring of the priesthood, the system of training an acalyte was
somewhat streamlined. The church no longer required men to pass
through the three lower orders before becoming an acolyte, but
whiever was willing was elevated to that ssrvice. The order of
acolyte lost  its status as being a prisest—training program, and
Eecame simply a group of men who helped i1l the immediate need
of  the priest, tending to the smooth order of the worshi

service. Gons was the commitment to becoming an ordained priest

in the Catholic church. Gone was thes true symbolism of the
vestments, the sseparation from  the world. The ftrue acolyts in

the historic sense

»f the word was lost o time.  But not

fovraever.

Mow to the surveys. What do contemporary theclogians say
about this ancient practice? What are the current attitudes
concerning the wuse of acolytes in the church  today? I= there

merit in reviving and resurrecting this order that the ancient

hurch made good use of? Or is 1t completely unreasonable,
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12idering that the numbsrs of men and womern commitbting thei



lives to the public ministry of the church  is declining? What

zowld  be  gained  through  the use of acolyiss in our churches
today? Let’z find  out fraom the clergy wha responded tao my
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Fouwr major church bodies wers the target of my survey, those
being the WELS, the ALZ, the LCA, and the LO-MS. No response was
veceived from our sister synod, the ELS. In the miscellanecus

category, I found one Serbian Lutheran Church in  Milwaukes which

alzo responded to my survey
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urveys Wer e addressad Lo the district

i

presidents/bishops of the synods, with the hopes that they would

be the people who could readily supply information oo onCasrning the
use of acolytes within the churches of their district.
1 Do you use acolybes?
In response to question #1, these are the r=sults.

Seventeen surveys weve sent out to  the MELS, 12 of them in the
hands of district presidents, and ths remaining to parish
pastors. All 17 responded to the survey. Three indicated that

they use acolytes; 14 said that they do nob.

1
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mevrger into the ELLCAY, 20

Within the ALC (priov  to  its
Surveys were sent out  to the 20 bishops of that synod. Only
three wers veturned, representing a 15% response fTactor. of
those three that were returned, all three indicated that their
congregations do use acolybes.

The statistics for the LCA are rvather interesting also.
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There were 20 surveys sent oot to the bishops of the synod, and
ny, otly three were vabtuwrnsd, reprasenting  a 0% re==ponss
factor. All three did indicate, again, that their congregations

The LC-MS responded quite well o the survey. A total of 27
surveys were sant out to theiv district presidents, while 12 warse
oy oymp -

returned, showing a 22%  response  fackor. Mine responded by

indicating that fthey do use acolytes, and three replisd that they

The Serbiar Lutheran Church vesponded by saying that they do

use acclytes. Their synodical status is unknown to me.

o

In comparisorn  to results received for national surveys, I

should be happy. Thanks to the true-blue pastors of the WELS, my

statistics loo evaen bebier! Apparently, the self-addressed,
stamped vaturn ehvelope was no easy enough  for thes aother

targeted participants on my survey. Other factors do play into
the picture, such as the celsbration of Christ’s hirth, which was

not o be oubtdone by the supsr merger of the ALC, LCA, and the

The totals look like thi
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z 106 surveys were sent  oub, 36
surveys were rebturned, showing a 3471 return rate. Ninetsen out
of the 26 responses were positive, showing that 53%  of the
congregations polled do use acolybtes in thelr worship.  That
leaves 17 congregations who responded negatively, representing
7% of the congregations polled that currently do not use

acolytes



If I were to make a judgment concerning the value of using
2C2lytes on the basis of these statistics, it would be a mighty
foolish move. Bareiy half¥ of the churches e responded use
acclytbes. But the statistics are vather heavily weighsd by cne
synod. . cours. Seventeen of the 36 roturnsed surveys  are from bhe
HWELS. Almost half of the returned surveys are from our own
pastors, so the results of the surveys are thardly reopresentative
of Lutheranism, as a whole. So before any conclusions are madse
regarding the practice of acolytes in  ocur churches today, let’s
continue to look at the survey results.

2 Do you know any other Lutheran congregations
in your district that use acolytes?

The second guestion was written to get an idea of the numbar
of congregations within the individual districts that uze

acolytes. From the WELS surveys,

were provided by the distric

acolytes. That?s eight congregabions
The LC-MS surveys reported

congregaticons bhat use acolytes.
with notaes like these:

church in our
congregations

practically svery
just about all 83

Famess O

presidents

congregations

az churches that use

additional

several surveys came back

arsa usas
do

aczlytes

I

beliseve I

would not be undersstimating when I state that more
than 30 of cur 110 congregations are using acolyites ...
to the best of my knowledge every one of  our
congregations have acolytes ...
These notes give a completely different picture of the wuse of
acolytes within the LC-MS than the statistics show.
The ALL surveys contained similar notes, that many of their



congregations do use acolytes: "probably  more tham half do ...
all 120 of thewm ...."
he LA IUrveys again ravealsaed tha many of  their

zlytes in warship, even though the

survey vesulbs diZn’t veveal an overwvhelming majority.
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friom  some of the notes gquoted
above is that the use of acolytes in the LOC-MS, ALC and LTA is a
the WELS. But we arse not a synod to jJump on the bandwagon

doing  what  everybody =lse is doing, so most likely thers are

2} On what do you base your practice of acolyhes?

Why would such an ancient ftradition receive such wide use in

many Lutheran churches today? Mary interesting reasons are
b

provided by the olergy who responded $o guestion #23.
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Only one pastor from the WELS recognized th of acolytes
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principles. He iaved that general
stewardship principles of btime and talent ars support for the use
of acolytes in worship. In addition to this, this same pastor
wrote, "We wanted to involve children in service." Ministry is
obviocusly not  something  that is reserved gxclusively for the
clergy, but it involves all disciples of Jesus, young and old.
The other WELE surveys veported the congregation’s tradition

as  being the primary reason for using acolytes, sven if the

congregation themselves didn®™t  use them. Some mentioned



Scriptural principle is menbtioned in thiz nots

This pastor mo likely had in mind 1 Peber 2:2 and 1 Corint
14240,
But there is some variance of opinion whether the us
olytes in WELS churches is proper &t all, One pastor
back:
It is not contrary to Scripture per se;  but it does
cause of fense, just as does the custom of  wearir g all
the clerical vestmsnts which [Care part ofl the "high
church" movement which does stand for tea sh‘ ngs
contrary o Scripture. Therefore the practice should

¥y &35 a basiz for  the practice. A fu

ot
w

The previocus pastor [wasl very "high church® wlith] all

the trappings. Acolytes  [werel hiz  legacy. He only
used two. I, however, use all the bLYS I «an to give
Hem  an  opporitunity to  serve their ongreagation and

a little responsibility. There no Scripture

=3 wzept  that these boys or girls [nok my

20 haziF} rave the right %o light candles b virtue of
o ¥

vaersal priesthocd and in 14 ik

Ferhaps there is a variance in how we defins "o fernse, " bu

last
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worship o my knowled

WELS

urther

t the

Eime that I heard it defined scripturally, it had something

: dossn’t cause anybody to sin.  But
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to do with causing someons o sin. The use of acolytes in public

HOme

members may not likes the practice, simply because they arse

not used to ib, or becauss it has Catholisz conastations.

Maving over to fthe LO-ME, half of those who responded
indicated that their uze of acolytes was based oy their
congregation’s $raditicn. There wevre ftwo pastors who based ths

practice of acalytes on Scripture;, and supplied the fellowing

Scripture refoerances.,
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1 Samuel  2:12 - But Samuel was ministering before the
LORD——a boy wearing a linen sphaod.

Fraoverbs 22:6 — Train a child in the way he should Gy
and when he is old he will not twn from ik,

Acts E:2-4 - (This portion of Scripture shows the
division of ministerial duties in the =arly church.)
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One obher passag:
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Corinthians 14:40 0~ has  already
mentioned above.

Of spocial  nobtice is the 1 Samuel rveference. Hannah prayed
7 othe Lovrd for a child, Hrﬁmé;lng to dedicate him to the Lord’s
service for his entivre life, if the Lord would answer her prayer

1 Sam. 1:211>2., Samusl's ser for Eli seems ton he similar to
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the position of an acolytbe. He had a particular function, as
mentioned in 2:18. What his duties wers iz uncertain, hut Eli
perhaps gave him simple tasks arcund the temple in Shiloch. As he

graew older, his work more than likely increased.
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g et him spart. Samuel worse a linen ephod-
7-_?_ 'TiB./:( - while serving in the temple with Eli.
Ferhaps this was a copy of the special  ephod made for the high
priest. At any vate, it was a scaled-down version of what Eli
might have worn, connecting the boy Samuel to the p
ministry, and the important work of proclaiming the Lord to the
people.

Che pastor made reference to the Augsburg Confession, citing
the historic Lutheran position on ceremonies as the basis for his

urch?s wuse of acolytes.
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sponses from the ALCD are even more interesting. One
bishop based his use of acolytes on Scripiurs, tradition and the

Tother? category. vom  Borvipture he referved o the Torah and
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iwven for temple service. In the 01d
Testament in general, he veferrad to allusions o torch hearers.

f oy
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ved to the use

In Acts, he 2t lights wherever the church

gathered, and then looks at the function of acolytes in the early

churoh: "...zarvers S light bearsrs / Trunners?  with the
zacvamant to sick / Thouncers? at church door — laookog "
Ancther ALD says this about the practice of acoclytes:
T draw it oubt  of Scrlpturé would be insane. T
substantiate it by Inot my em riptures would be
far—fetched and totally uwnn admit that
Scripture says nothing abuut care less!!)
and that we are fres tc do please is
bzth honest and sensihble!! the Church
of Jesus Christ in suck  adiaf. de what is
helpful, orderly and expedi io H involvement of
lay persons in the liturgies of the wh‘gtlp of the
people of Ecd mests  any and all *rlte ia fwr appriats
Christian practise. [original sp
H SR s
There is only one interesting note worth passing along from
the responses of the LCA. One survey was filled out by a lay
person in charge of the acolytes in the church. Bhe mentioned

that her congregation’s usse of them is based on tradition. The
acolytes are trained by some manual that is  published by ihe
Lutheran Church.

From the Serbian Lutheran congregation comes this note

rs to o a number of parsong involved iﬂ the
al performance of the Tahernacle and

4) How long has your congregation used acolybes?

On to question  #4. Since there is very little use of
aczclytes in the WELS, most of the surveys came back blanlk undsar
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this gquestion. First Lutheran of Green Bay listed 25+ years, and
Garden Homes of Milwaukee listed 40-50 vears. Bince Immanuesl of

Fort Worth, Texas was begurn as a mission, it has used acalybes.

The congra=gation iz now 18 ys=ars old.

FEQAUVS 4 mors.

= Do they wear special vestmen

4
£ Do you know the origin of the vestments
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Consiztent throughout the surveys were the responses to

h
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hide the person and set him  or  her apart in the ryvols as
azalyte. Mo one was aware of  the histor ical origin of the

vestnent:

I.I i

73 What is the gpecific functicn of your acolytes in worship?
Their function throughout Lutheranism is quite similar as
well, as noted from gquestion #7. Almost all of those responding
ssitively to the use of acolytes mentionsd that  they light and
extinguish the candles (baptism, advent, Christ candle, and
communlon candles), and rvecesive the offerings. Several other
vuses  were noted, which mivvor  the historic catholic use of
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acolytes, az well as the sarly church™s wss of "acolybes, ™ Ohe

pastor mentioned that he iz acolytes in conjunction with

- —= T - B Tt I . B ~ w1 —3 . &

leading festive processions, and  using them Yo run last minuke
= i~ i

communion service, Yo keep  the vessals filled and  the bread in
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cups. Assisting in the baptism ceremony was also mentioned.
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That is wmy resesarch. Hhat’= the conclusion to the whols

Whatever you, the reader, would like to concluds, I

supposs. As for me, a few things became very apparent through my

there is a marked
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difference betwesn the church bhodies +that do use acolytss and
those that don't. For some reason,  the WELS has not fully
azcepted the use of acoclytes in our congregations. The idea has

not caught on as it has  in thse other church bodiss. For what
Maybe because we like to be szet apart from the others.
Maybe because we are too quick to judge the practices of others,
labeling acolytes as "btoo much catholic.

If the name is the problem, why not come up with a new mame,
but incorporate the principle? What are acolytss but lay people
in disguise? They are people serving theiv Lord in a specialized

function, the corporate worship ssrvice. Moy are people in a



who particularly need bto stay close bo the Lord.  And what bebtbor
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to fthe Lovd than by incovporabing

their ensrgy and service into the public ministry as acolytes. I
wot? t o disagree with those who feel that youth can serve in other

capacities in the church. “There are encugh church youth groups
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that come togethsr once a month merely to socializ
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mission, namsly kingdom s
Secondly, the responses received from those churches aside

riom the WELS indicated that the use of acolytes has been an
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The rationale is wery practical. It sserves to interest
and educate young pesople in the Lutheran way of worship
and sometimes sparks an interest in a full-tims church
position as pastor or teacher.

What WELS person could argus with such a rationale? Ferhaps we
have ignored and overloocked this recruitment tool for too long.
Thirdly, I find it wvery interesting that the use of
acolytes as "high church" was mentioned by only one pastor, who
happened to belong $o  cur  synod. If that practice is "high
church," what practices belong to  "low church” o "normal
church"? Who 15 the one who decides what iz high or low or
normal or abrnormal? Isn’t it in the hands of those who use themT
It7s easy Lo look back on history and label churchos that

ytes and thosze that don’t as being sither right or Wrog
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op talking, and start

getting them involved dirsctly in ministry, so that the youth

1ave been given. I have never knows anyone who lszarned o rids a

skateboard just by listening to somsone elsse tallk  about it.
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Gebting involved i
Fourthly, I don’t particularly cars whether I am labsled

Just bacause I advocats the uss of acolytes. Differant strokes

for different folks, Who will deny that there aren’™t two

=f thought in our syhod today™? It is obhvious that God dossn’t
care one way or  thse other  whathery  our churchss arpovrats

azclytes in the public worship ssrvice. If he did, he would have

l=ft a clear command  to that fact. But he did command us to

™

zerve him and esach  other. So how can we avoid not using

acolytes, or altar boys, or whatever you want to £call them? If

We are agreed on the principle of service, why have we delaysd
' =

this long in studying and emulating the example of the esarly

Chrigtian church a: ell as the historic Catholic church?

i
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December 11, 1987
Dear Pastor,
Greetings to you in the name of our coming Savior. As

your wark begins to escalate in this Advent season, I
pray that your Savior’s coming brings you extra joy!

I would like to ask just a few minutes from your busy day.
I am a student at Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary (Milwaukee), and am
currently working on a study of "The Theology and Practice of
Acolytes In Lutheranism." If your congregation actively uses
acolytes in worship, I would appreciate five minutes of your time
to fill out the questions below. If you don’t, perhaps you could
supply the names of Lutheran congregations in your district that
do.

¥ ¥ k % %
1} Do you use acolytes?

Yeg Mo

2Y Do you know any other Lutheran congregations inm your district
that use acolytes? (please supply the church’s name and address)

Yeg Nao

2) Dn what do you base your practice of acolytes?

Scripture congregation’s tradition

other

(please supply Scripture reference or any history about the
practice that you can)




4) How long has your congregation used acolytes?

—_ years
S» Do they wear special vestments?

e Yes e No
&3 Do you know the historical arigin of the vestments that they
wear? (please explain)

7) What is the specific function of your acolytes in worship?

\

(filled out byl

(church name) (city)
¥ k ok %X X

Thanks for your time! Please return this as soon as it is
convenient in the enclosed envelope.

,f?bhuiﬂTC%T%%VWﬂLNN~VQp1~’“

Robert Timmermann

Robert Timmermann

Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary
6717 W. Wartburg Cr. 117N
Mequon, WI 53092



4)  How long has your congregation used acolytes?

years

3) Do they wear special vestments?

Yes N

&)+ Do you know the arigin af the vestments that they wear?
# (please explain)

7Y What is the specific function of your acolytes in worship?

(filled out by)

(church name) ity
¥ ¥ ¥k X X

Thanks for your time! FPlease return this as socon as it is
canvenient in the enclaosed envelope. ,

ﬁQAAJS&Q%LmQNmuvw

Robert Timmermann

Fobert Timmermann

Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary
&717 W. Wartburg Cr. 117N
Mequon, WI 53092



December 17, 1987
Dear Fastor,
Greetings to you in the name of our coming Savior. As

your work begins to escalate in  this Advent season, I
pray that your Savior’s coming brings you extra Joy!

a student at Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary (Milwaukee),
and am currently working on a study of "The Theology and Practice
of Acolytes In Lutheranism." If your congregation actively uses
acolytes in worship, I would appreciate five minutes of your time
ta fill out the questions below. If you aren’t a parish pastor,
perhaps you could supply the names of rcongregations in vour
district that use acolvies. (question #2)

¥k ok kX
13 Do you use acolytes?

Yes No

2) Do you know any other Lutheran congregations in your district
that use acolytes? (please supply the church’s name and address)

Yes " No

32 0On what do you base your practice of acolytes?

Scripture congregation’s tradition

other

(please supply Scripture reference or any history about the
practice that you can)




