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You and Your Alb

Welcome to the ministry team! As an acolyte, assisting minister, intercessor, 
or member of the choir, you may be asked to wear an alb. You have seen the 
pastors and other worship leaders wear them. Putting one on may seem a bit 
daunting at first, so it may be helpful to know more about the use and history 
of the alb.

The term alb comes from the Latin albus, meaning white. It is a long white 
robe or tunic reaching to the ankles and now is used as a liturgical vestment by 
Lutherans, Anglicans, many other Protestants, and Roman Catholics. It may 
be fastened at the waist with a rope belt known as a cincture (sink-chur).

The alb we use today is fashioned after a Greco-Roman garment of similar appearance, which by the sixth century 
was adopted for liturgical use in the church, thus making it one of the oldest garments still used in worship.

The alb was adopted at first by clergy celebrating holy communion, with the alb worn under more elaborate vest-
ments such as a chasuble (a tent-like cloak put on over the head) or a cope (a cape, open at the front). Today the alb 
is often used by all assisting ministers.

Originally of plain linen, it has sometimes been decorated with lace, particularly in countries where the lace industry 
flourished. Recent renewal in liturgical practice has brought a return to the simpler all-linen alb. As a white garment, 
the alb symbolizes the purity and light of the baptized Christian. In a way it is an extension of the baptismal garment, 
which signifies that in baptism we become a new creation.

Because in our time we are so used to casual dress and speech, it may seem strange that something quite so distinc-
tive and even formal is worn in worship. The alb calls to mind that what we do in worship was not invented on the 
spot, but reflects the long and honored tradition of “a great cloud of witnesses.” Tradition sometimes gets bad press 
as stuffy and out of date, but that is not necessarily the case. As Gustav Mahler, the famed composer, is reported to 
have said, “Tradition is not the worship of ashes but the preservation of fire.”

Certainly the alb has practical value as well as maintenance of tradition. Regardless of how others may dress, the alb 
serves to identify those with a specific role to play in worship, and in this way wearing an alb helps to preserve the 

“fire” of God’s gifts for us in word and sacrament. Wearing the alb will let others know that you have offered to carry 
out a task in the worship service even before you say or do anything. Putting on the alb may also direct your own 
attention away from everyday concerns and allow you to focus more intently on the worship of God.

In much the same way, the alb directs the assembly’s attention to the duties you are performing and not to your indi-
vidual characteristics or clothing choices. You don’t even have to worry so much about what to wear to church—the 
alb will cover it. It will also remind you of the privilege it is to be part of the worship team. Blessings on your service 
as a worship leader.

—Phyllis Mattill


