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The ministry of ushers is the oldest lay ministry in the Catholic Church.  The ushers of today have 
descended from a long line of people of God who have gone before them.  During the time of 
Christ, the doorkeepers of the temple numbered in the hundreds and were the forerunners of 
today’s ushers. 

The more immediate predecessor of today’s usher can be found in the clerical order of porter, 
instituted in the third century A.D.  During those times, it was the duty of the porters or ushers to 
guard the door of the church against any intruders who might disturb the service.  The porter 
duties were so important that they came to be included in the rite of ordination, where they were 
specified as “to ring the bells, open the church and sacristy, and open the book for the preacher.”  
In 1972 Pope Paul VI abolished the order of porter and this important task was given over to the 
laity. 

While today’s ushers don’t ring the bells or open the church, their primary duties and 
responsibilities include greeting and welcoming parishioners as they enter the church, help them 
find seats, take up the collection and wish everyone a good day at the conclusion of the Eucharistic 
Celebration. 

The Order of Porter

In the Old Testament Levites were appointed to keep the gates of the tabernacle and later of the 
temple; they also had charge of the sacred vessels (1 Paral. 9,26).  The sacredness of the house of 
God in the New Testament and of the vessels used for the celebration of the divine mysteries calls 
for at least the same care and safekeeping.  The ostiarii were the doorkeepers or porters of the 
church.  The word is derived from the Latin ostium, the door. 

The office was of special importance during the times of persecution.  Reliable men were needed 
to inform the faithful of the time and place of the divine services, to open and lock the doors, to 
keep out undesirables.  In later times the ringing of bells sufficed for the purpose of informing the 
faithful of the time of the divine services, since there was no further need of informing them of the 
place. 

Opening of the book for the preacher, mentioned as one of the duties of the porter, must also be 
understood in the light of earlier times.  Those ancient rolls were not as handy as a modern book, 
but often heavy and of considerable size, and the place for reading could not be found readily.  The 
porter, therefore, would carry the book to the ambo and open it for the preacher.  In the course of 
time the care of the sacred vessels was also entrusted to porters, which gave the order added 
importance. 

It seems probable that up to the fourth century porters were not ordained, but simply appointed.  
Sacristans, Ushers and Janitors perform these duties today.


