
Guidelines for Receiving Holy Communion and Using the Altar Rail 

This is an educational tool for the celebration of Mass and is instructional in nature for communicants who have not used or been exposed to 

the use of an altar or communion rail. 

 

The Catholic Church teaches that receiving Holy Communion is not only a personal encounter with Christ, but also a public sign of full unity with 

the Catholic Church in faith, sacraments, and ecclesial governance.^[1] 

  



Who May Receive Holy Communion? 
Because full communion does not yet exist between the Catholic 

Church and other Christian communities, Eucharistic sharing is 

ordinarily not permitted to people of other faiths.^[1] 

In order to receive Holy Communion, a person must: 

• Be a baptized Catholic.^[2] 

• Be in a state of grace, not conscious of unconfessed mortal 

sin.^[3] 

• Believe in the Real Presence of Christ in the Eucharist.^[4] 

• Observe the Eucharistic fast of at least one hour before 

reception.^[5] 

The faithful are not strictly required to approach for Communion at 

every Mass, even if properly disposed.^[6] However, Catholics are 

required to receive Holy Communion at least once per year during the 

Easter season.^[7] 

Those who are not receiving Holy Communion may remain in their 

pew or, where it is the local custom, may approach the rail with arms 

crossed over the chest or a single finger placed over the mouth to 

receive a simple blessing while standing. This practice is devotional 

and not required by liturgical law. 

How to Receive at the Altar Rail 

1. Approach with Reverence 
As you come forward to receive Holy Communion, approach the altar 

rail with a spirit of reverence and prayer, mindful of the true presence 

of Christ in the Eucharist.^[8] 

Please move to the rail and fill available spaces from the far/outer 

end of the rail toward the center aisle to allow for an orderly and 

prayerful flow of communicants. Communicants waiting will take 

vacant spots as recipients leave the rail, similar to filling a parking 

spot. 

 

2. Posture 
In the Roman Rite Novus Ordo Mass, the faithful are permitted to 

receive either kneeling or standing. If standing, a slight bow before 

receiving is the prescribed sign of reverence in the United States.^[9] 

Kneeling is the traditional posture when receiving Holy Communion at 

the rail. Those who are unable to kneel or who have mobility concerns 

are encouraged to stand.^[9] 

3. Manner of Reception 
Holy Communion may be received either on the tongue or in the 

hand.^[9] 

• Receiving on the Tongue: Preferred method, particularly if 

kneeling. Open your mouth and extend your tongue sufficiently 

to receive the Host reverently and securely. Optional response 

of “Amen” when the minister says, “The Body of Christ.” 

• Receiving in the Hand: Place one hand beneath the other to 

form a throne for the Host. After responding “Amen” to “The 

Body of Christ,” consume the Host at the rail before 

returning to your pew. Hands should be clean to receive the 

Body of Christ; otherwise, the preferred method is on the 

tongue (cf. Psalm 24:3–4). 

Children 
Catholic children who have not yet received First Holy Communion 

may: 

• Approach the rail, standing with arms crossed or a single finger 

over the mouth, to receive a blessing; 

• Remain in the pew if appropriate; or 

• Stand beside or slightly behind their parent or guardian. 

A parent or guardian may hold children who are unable to walk or 

stand at the rail. If they can receive while being held, they should 

receive on the tongue. 

 



 

After Receiving 
After receiving the Eucharist, you may make the Sign of the Cross and 

return to your pew. Spend time in prayerful thanksgiving for the gift of 

Our Lord in the Holy Eucharist, or participate in the Eucharistic 

hymn.^[3] 

Conclusion 
The altar, or communion rail, marks the sacred boundary of the 

sanctuary where heaven meets earth and serves as an extension of the 

altar of sacrifice, providing a place of intimate encounter with Christ in 

the Eucharist. May this practice deepen our love and reverence for the 

Holy Sacrifice of the Mass and strengthen our unity as a parish family. 
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