
The Uncertaintist

http://uncertaintist.wordpress.com version posted on March 17, 2013

Selected source materials about ordination of Roman Catholic women as permanent deacons

1. Canon-legal status of the modern male ordained permanent diaconate

Lumen Gentium 29 (November 21, 1964)

http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-
ii_const_19641121_lumen-gentium_en.html

29. At a lower level of the hierarchy are deacons, upon whom hands are imposed "not unto the 
priesthood, but unto a ministry of service."(74*) For strengthened by sacramental grace, in communion 
with the bishop and his group of priests they serve in the diaconate of the liturgy, of the word, and of 
charity to the people of God. It is the duty of the deacon, according as it shall have been assigned to 
him by competent authority, to administer baptism solemnly, to be custodian and dispenser of the 
Eucharist, to assist at and bless marriages in the name of the Church, to bring Viaticum to the dying, to 
read the Sacred Scripture to the faithful, to instruct and exhort the people, to preside over the worship 
and prayer of the faithful, to administer sacramentals, to officiate at funeral and burial services. 
Dedicated to duties of charity and of administration, let deacons be mindful of the admonition of 
Blessed Polycarp: "Be merciful, diligent, walking according to the truth of the Lord, who became the 
servant of all."(75*)

Since these duties, so very necessary to the life of the Church, can be fulfilled only with difficulty in 
many regions in accordance with the discipline of the Latin Church as it exists today, the diaconate can 
in the future be restored as a proper and permanent rank of the hierarchy. It pertains to the competent 
territorial bodies of bishops, of one kind or another, with the approval of the Supreme Pontiff, to decide 
whether and where it is opportune for such deacons to be established for the care of souls. With the 
consent of the Roman Pontiff, this diaconate can, in the future, be conferred upon men of more mature 
age, even upon those living in the married state. It may also be conferred upon suitable young men, for 
whom the law of celibacy must remain intact. 

-- Notes: 74* Constitutiones Ecclesiac aegyptiacae, III, 2: ed. Funk, Didascalia, II, p. 103. Statuta 
Eccl. Ant. 371: Mansi 3, 954. 75* S. Polycarpus, Ad Phil. 5, 2: ed. Funk, I, p. 300: Christus dicitur . 
omnium diaconus factus .. Cfr. Didache, 15, 1: ib., p. 32. S.Ignatius M. Trall. 2, 3: ib., p. 242. 
Constitutiones Apostolorum, 8, 28, 4: ed. Funk, Didascalia, I, p. 530.

Sacrum Diaconatus Ordinem (June 18, 1967)

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/paul_vi/motu_proprio/documents/hf_p-vi_motu-
proprio_19670618_sacrum-diaconatus_en.html

Beginning already in the early days of the Apostles, the Catholic Church has held in great veneration 
the sacred order of the diaconate, as the Apostle of the Gentiles himself bears witness. He expressly 
sends his greeting to the deacons together with the bishops and instructs Timothy(1) which virtues and 



qualities are to be sought in them in order that they may be regarded as worthy of their ministry.(2)

Furthermore, the Second Ecumenical Vatican Council, following this very ancient tradition, made 
honorable mention of the diaconate in the Constitution which begins with the words "Lumen Gentium," 
where, after concerning itself with the bishops and the priests, it praised also the third rank of sacred 
orders, explaining its dignity and enumerating its functions.

Indeed while clearly recognizing on the one hand that "these functions very necessary to the life of the 
Church could in the present discipline of the Latin Church be carried out in many regions with 
difficulty," and while on the other hand wishing to make more suitable provision in a matter of such 
importance wisely decreed that the "diaconate in the future could be restored as a particular and 
permanent rank of the hierarchy."(3)

Although some functions of the deacons, especially in missionary countries, are in fact accustomed to 
be entrusted to lay men it is nevertheless "beneficial that those who perform a truly diaconal ministry 
be strengthened by the imposition of hands, a tradition going back to the Apostles, and be more closely 
joined to the altar so that they may more effectively carry out their ministry through the sacramental 
grace of the diaconate."(4) Certainly in this way the special nature of this order will be shown most 
clearly. It is not to be considered as a mere step towards the priesthood, but it is so adorned with its 
own indelible character and its own special grace so that those who are called to it "can permanently 
serve the mysteries of Christ and the Church."(5)

Although the restoration of the permanent diaconate is not necessarily to be effected in the whole Latin 
Church since "it pertains to the competent territorial episcopal conferences, with the approval of the 
Supreme Pontiff, to decide whether and where it is timely that deacons of this kind be ordained for the 
care of souls,"(6) we therefore consider it not only proper but also necessary that specific and precise 
norms be given to adapt present discipline to the new precepts of the Ecumenical Council and to 
determine the proper conditions under which not only the ministry of the diaconate will be more 
advantageously regulated, but the training also of the candidates will be better suited to their different 
kinds of life, their common obligations and their sacred dignity.

Therefore, in the first place, all that is decreed in the Code of Canon Law about the rights and 
obligations of deacons, whether these rights and obligations be common to all clerics, or proper to 
deacons--all these, unless some other disposition has been made-- we confirm and declare to be in force 
also for those who will remain permanently in the diaconate. In regard to these we moreover decree the 
following.

I.

1. It is the task of the legitimate assemblies of bishops of episcopal conferences to discuss, with the 
consent of the Supreme Pontiff whether and where—in view of the good of the faithful—the diaconate 
is to be instituted as a proper and permanent rank of the hierarchy.

2. When asking the Apostolic See for approval, the reasons must be explained which favor the 
introduction of this new practice in a region as well as the circumstances which give well-founded hope 
of success. Likewise, the manner will have to be indicated in which the new discipline will be 
implemented, that is to say, whether it is a matter of conferring the diaconate on "suitable young men 
for whom the law of celibacy must remain intact, or on men of more mature age, even upon those 
living in the married state," or on both kinds of candidates.

3. Once the approval of the Holy See has been obtained, it is within the powers of each Ordinary, 
within the sphere of his own jurisdiction, to approve and ordain the candidates, unless special cases are 
concerned which exceed his faculties. Let the Ordinaries, in drawing up the report on the state of their 
diocese, also mention this restored discipline.



II.

4. By the law of the Church, confirmed by the Ecumenical Council itself, young men called to the 
diaconate are obliged to observe the law of celibacy.

5. The permanent diaconate may not be conferred before the completion of the 25th year. Nevertheless, 
an older age can be required by the episcopal conferences.

6. Let young men to be trained for the diaconal office be received in a special institute where they will 
be put to the test and will be educated to live a truly evangelical life and prepared to fulfill usefully 
their own specific functions.

7. For the foundation of this institute, let the bishops of the same country, or, if advantageous, of 
several countries according to the diversity of circumstances, join their efforts. Let them choose, for its 
guidance, particularly suitable superiors and let them establish most accurate norms regarding 
discipline and the ordering of studies, observing the following prescriptions.

8. Let only those young men be admitted to training for the diaconate who have shown a natural 
inclination of the spirit to service of the sacred hierarchy and of the Christian community and who have 
acquired a sufficiently good store of knowledge in keeping the custom of their people and country.

9. Specific training for the diaconate should be spread over a period of at least three years. The series of 
subjects, however, should be arranged in such a way that the candidates are orderly and gradually led to 
carrying out the various functions of the diaconate skillfully and beneficially. Moreover, the whole plan 
of studies can be so arranged that in the last year special training be given for the various functions 
which deacons especially will carry out.

10. To this moreover should be added practice and training in teaching the elements of the Christian 
religion to children and other faithful, in familiarizing the people with sacred chant and in directing it, 
in reading the sacred books of Scripture at gatherings of the faithful, in addressing and exhorting the 
people, in administering the sacraments which pertain to them, in visiting the sick, and in general in 
fulfilling the ministries which can be entrusted to them.

III.

11. Older men, whether single or married, can be called to the diaconate. The latter, however, are not to 
be admitted unless there is certainty not only about the wife's consent, but also about her blameless 
Christian life and those qualities which will neither impede nor bring dishonor on the husband's 
ministry.

12. The older age in this case is reached at the completion of the thirty-fifth year. Nevertheless, the age 
requirement is to be understood in this sense, namely, that no one can be called to the diaconate unless 
he has gained the high regard of the clergy and the faithful by a long example of truly Christian life, by 
his unexceptionable conduct, and by his ready disposition to be of service.

13. In the case of married men care must be taken that only those are promoted to the diaconate who 
while living many years in matrimony have shown that they are ruling well their own household and 
who have a wife and children leading a truly Christian life and noted for their good reputation.(7)

14. It is to be desired that such deacons be possessed of no small learning about which we have spoken 
in numbers 8, 9, 10 above, or that they at least be endowed with that knowledge which in the judgment 
of the episcopal conference is necessary for them to carry out their specific functions. Consequently 
they are to be admitted for a time in a special school where they are to learn all that is necessary for 
worthily fulfilling the diaconal ministry.

15. Should this be impossible, let the candidate be entrusted for his education to an outstanding priest 



who will direct him, and instruct him and be able to testify to his prudence and maturity. Care must 
always and emphatically be taken that only suitable and skilled men may be admitted to the sacred 
order.

16. Once they have received the order of deacon, even those who have been promoted at a more mature 
age, can not contract marriage by virtue of the traditional discipline of the Church.

17. Let care be taken that the deacons do not exercise an art or a profession which in the judgment of 
the local Ordinary is unfitting or impedes the fruitful exercise of the sacred office.

IV.

18. Any deacon who is not a professed member of a religious family must be duly enrolled in a diocese.

19. The norms in force with regard to caring for the fitting sustenance of priests and guaranteeing their 
social security are to be observed also in favor of the permanent deacons, taking into consideration also 
the family of married deacons and keeping article 21 of this letter in mind.

20. It is the function of the episcopal conference to issue definite norms on the proper sustenance of the 
deacon and his family if he is married in keeping with the various circumstances of place and time.

V.

21. According to the above-mentioned Constitution of the Second Vatican Council it pertains to the 
deacon, to the extent that he has been authorized by the local Ordinary, to attend such functions:

1) To assist the bishop and the priest during liturgical actions in all things which the rituals of 
the different orders assign to him;

2) To administer baptism solemnly and to supply the ceremonies which may have been omitted 
when conferring it on children or adults;

3) To reserve the Eucharist and to distribute it to himself and to others, to bring it as a Viaticum 
to the dying and to impart to the people benediction with the Blessed Sacrament with the sacred 
ciborium;

4) In the absence of a priest, to assist at and to bless marriages in the name of the Church by 
delegation from the bishop or pastor, observing the rest of the requirements which are in the 
Code of Canon Law(8), with Canon 1098 remaining firm and where what is said in regard to 
the priest is also to be understood in regard to the deacon;

5) To administer sacramentals and to officiate at funeral and burial services;

6) To read the sacred books of Scripture to the faithful and to instruct and exhort the people;

7) To preside at the worship and prayers of the people when a priest is not present;

8) To direct the liturgy of the word, particularly in the absence of a priest;

9) To carry out, in the name of the hierarchy, the duties of charity and of administration as well 
as works of social assistance;

10) To guide legitimately, in the name of the parish priest and of the bishop, remote Christian 
communities;

11) To promote and sustain the apostolic activities of laymen.

23. All these functions must be carried out in perfect communion with the bishop and with his 
presbytery, that is to say, under the authority of the bishop and of the priest who are in charge of the 
care of souls in that place.



24. Deacons, as much as possible, should have their part in pastoral councils.

VI.

25. Let the deacons, as those who serve the mysteries of Christ and of the Church, abstain from all vice 
and endeavor to be always pleasing to God, "ready for every good work"(9) for the salvation of men. 
By reason, therefore, of the order received they must surpass by far all the others in the practice of 
liturgical life, in the love for prayer, in the divine service, in obedience, in charity, in chastity.

26. It will be the task of the episcopal conference to establish more efficacious norms to nourish the 
spiritual life of the deacons, both celibate and married. Let the local Ordinaries, however, see to it that 
all the deacons:

1) devote themselves assiduously to reading and meditating on the word of God;

2) frequently, and if possible every day, participate actively in the sacrifice of the Mass, receive 
the sacrament of the Most Holy Eucharist and devoutly visit the Sacrament;

3) purify their souls frequently with the sacrament of Penance and, for the purpose of receiving 
it worthily, examine their conscience each day;

4) venerate and love the Virgin Mary, the Mother of God with fervent devotion.

27. It is a supremely fitting thing that permanent deacons recite every day at least part of the Divine 
Office, to be determined by the episcopal conference.

28. Diocesan deacons must, at least every third year, attend spiritual exercises in a religious house or 
pious institution designated by the Ordinary.

29. Deacons are not to neglect studies, particularly the sacred ones; let them read assiduously the sacred 
books of the Scripture; let them devote themselves to ecclesiastical studies in such a way that they can 
correctly explain Catholic teaching to the rest and become daily more capable of instructing and 
strengthening the minds of the faithful.

For this purpose, let the deacons be called to meetings to be held at specified times at which problems 
regarding their life and the sacred ministry are treated.

30. Because of the special character of the ministry entrusted to them they are bound to show reverence 
and obedience to the bishop; the bishops, however, should in the Lord highly esteem these ministers of 
the people of God and love them with the love of a father. If for a just cause a deacon lives for a time 
outside his own diocese he should willingly submit to the supervision and authority of the local 
Ordinary in those matters which pertain to the duties and functions of the diaconal state.

31. In the matter of wearing apparel the local custom will have to be observed according to the norms 
set down by the episcopal conference.

VII.

32. The institution of the permanent diaconate among the Religious is a right reserved to the Holy See, 
which is exclusively competent to examine and approve the recommendations of the general chapters 
in the matter.

33. Let the Religious deacons exercise the diaconal ministry under the authority of the bishop and of 
their own superiors, according to the norms in force for Religious priests; they are also bound by the 
laws to which the members of the same Religious family are obliged.

34. A Religious deacon who lives either permanently or for a specified time in a region which lacks a 
permanent diaconate may not exercise diaconal functions except with the consent of the local Ordinary.



35. The provisions in nos. 32-34 regarding the Religious must be regarded as applying likewise to 
members of other institutes who profess the evangelical counsels.

VIII.

36. Finally as regards the rite to be followed in conferring the sacred order of the diaconate and those 
orders which precede the diaconate, let the present discipline be observed until it is revised by the Holy 
See.

Finally, after issuing these norms the desire springs spontaneously from our heart that deacons in 
performing their arduous functions in the modern world follow the examples which we propose for 
their imitation; the example of St. Stephen the protomartyr, who as St. Irenaeus says "was the first 
chosen for diaconal service by the Apostles,"(11) and of St. Lawrence of Rome "who was illustrious 
not only in the administration of the sacraments but also in the stewardship of the possessions of the 
Church."(12)

We order, then, that what has been established by us in this letter, given "motu proprio," be firm and 
valid, all things to the contrary notwithstanding.

Given at Rome, at St. Peter's on the feast of St. Ephrem the Syrian, June 18, 1967, in the fourth year of 
our pontificate.

Pope Paul VI

-- Notes: 1. Cf. Phil. 1:1. 2. Cf. 1 Tim. 3:8-13. 3. Cf. A.A.S. 57 (1965) p. 36 n. 29. 4. Cf. Second 
Vatican Council, Decree: Ad gentes, n. 16; A.A.S. 58 (1966) p. 967. 5. Cf. A.A.S. 57 (1965) p. 46. 6. 
Ibid. p. 36 7. Cf. 1 Tim. 3:10-12. 8. Cf. canons 1095 n. 2. and 1096. 9. Cf. 2 Tim 2:21. 10. Canon Law 
of the Eastern Church, Concerning Persons, canon 87, A.A.S. 49 (1957) p. 462. 11. Adversus haereses 
4.15. 1, PG 7:1013. 12. St. Leo the Great, Sermon 85, PL 54:436.

Code of Canon Law

http://www.vatican.va/archive/ENG1104/_INDEX.HTM

especially the section on Orders, beginning with a page which does not reflect changes to the two 
canons which appear on that page, canons 1008 and 1009:

http://www.vatican.va/archive/ENG1104/__P3N.HTM

The changes were made in 2009 by Benedict XVI in his apostolic letter, Omnium in mentem

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/apost_letters/documents/hf_ben-
xvi_apl_20091026_codex-iuris-canonici_en.html

Excerpt from the apostolic letter

First, in can. 1008 and can. 1009 of the Code of Canon Law, on the sacrament of Holy Orders, the 
essential distinction between the common priesthood of the faithful and the ministerial priesthood is 
reaffirmed, while the difference between the episcopate, the presbyterate and the diaconate is made 
clear. Inasmuch as my venerable Predecessor John Paul II, after consulting the Fathers of the 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, ordered that the text of n. 1581 of the Catechism of the 
Catholic Church be modified in order better to convey the teaching on deacons found in the Dogmatic 
Constitution Lumen gentium of the Second Vatican Council (n. 29), I have determined that the 
canonical norm concerning this subject should likewise be adjusted. Consequently, after hearing the 
view of the Pontifical Council for Legislative Texts, I decree that the words of the aforementioned 
canons are to be modified as set forth below. 



The two canons as they read before the apostolic letter

1008 By divine institution, the sacrament of orders establishes some among the Christian faithful as 
sacred ministers through an indelible character which marks them. They are consecrated and 
designated, each according to his grade, to nourish the people of God, fufilling in the person of Christ 
the Head the functions of teaching, sanctifying, and governing.

1009 §1. The orders are the episcopate, the presbyterate, and the diaconate.

§2. They are conferred by the imposition of hands and the consecratory prayer which the liturgical 
books prescribe for the individual grades.

The two canons as they currently read

1008 By divine institution, some of the Christian faithful are marked with an indelible character and 
constituted as sacred ministers by the sacrament of holy orders. They are thus consecrated and deputed 
so that, each according to his own grade, they may serve the People of God by a new and specific title.

1009 §1. The orders are the episcopate, the presbyterate, and the diaconate.

§2. They are conferred by the imposition of hands and the consecratory prayer which the liturgical 
books prescribe for the individual grades.

§3. Those who are constituted in the order of the episcopate or the presbyterate receive the mission and 
capacity to act in the person of Christ the Head, whereas deacons are empowered to serve the People of 
God in the ministries of the liturgy, the word and charity.

Catechism of the Catholic Church, item 1588 ("n. 1581" above appears to be an error)

1588 With regard to deacons, "strengthened by sacramental grace they are dedicated to the People of 
God, in conjunction with the bishop and his body of priests, in the service (diakonia) of the liturgy, of 
the Gospel, and of works of charity." (with footnote referencing Lumen Gentium 29)

However, since it came up, the current text of 1581

1581 This sacrament configures the recipient to Christ by a special grace of the Holy Spirit, so that he 
may serve as Christ's instrument for his Church. By ordination one is enabled to act as a representative 
of Christ, Head of the Church, in his triple office of priest, prophet, and king.

Which seems to retain some "iconic" flavor for any degree of ordination. Both items are here:

http://www.vatican.va/archive/ENG0015/__P4Y.HTM#$1U6

Canon 1024

1024 A baptized male alone receives sacred ordination validly.

Instruction on Certain Questions...

This 1997 document establishes that many of the routine functions of the diaconate are in fact, and 
sometimes with official approval, performed by the laity, when the need arises. This may be of some 
relevance to the discussion of ordaining all who do these same things with vocational commitment.

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/laity/documents/rc_con_interdic_doc_1508199
7_en.html



2. Firm attestations of women deacons from antiquity

What follows are some key, and securely authentic, documented sources. A much more extensive, and 
more advocacy-oriented, survey of sometimes arguable sources and inferences from them is at

http://www.womenpriests.org/deacons/ http://www.womendeacons.org/index.shtml   (mirror site)

Without specification of whether there was a ceremony corresponding with ordination

The earliest mention of a woman with the title diakonos (in accusative case, diakonon, identical to a 
masculine instance at Romans 15: 8... where the man in question is Jesus) is Phoebe, Romans 16: 1-3

I commend to you Phoebe our sister, who is [also] a minister of the church at Cenchreae, that 
you may receive her in the Lord in a manner worthy of the holy ones, and help her in whatever 
she may need from you, for she has been a benefactor to many and to me as well. 

http://interlinearbible.org/romans/16-1.htm for the Greek.

Further discussion of New Testament passages, some involving women, appears below in part 3. 

The earliest pagan witness to women church officials, referred to as ministrae, the plural of a feminine 
parallel of minister, is Pliny the Younger's letter to Emperor Trajan of about 112, thus, two generations 
after Romans. Pliny wrote as governor of a Roman province, Bithynia and Pontus, now in Turkey:

I thought at this point that it was necessary to get information from two slave women, whom 
they call deaconesses (ministrae) about the actual truth, by means of torture. I found nothing 
worthy of blame other than the blind and over-wrought nature of their cult-superstition. 

http://community.middlebury.edu/~harris/Classics/plinytrajan.html

The fate of the two women is not specified in the correspondence. It is plausible, however, that they 
shared the martyrdom of their brother deacon, Stephen, and it is certain that they suffered grievously 
for their faith.

There is a much-discussed instruction about deacons' qualifications in 1 Timothy 3: 8-13, an epistle 
nominally attributed to Paul, but which was probably written later, close in time to Pliny's report.

Similarly, deacons must be dignified, not deceitful, not addicted to drink, not greedy for sordid 
gain, holding fast to the mystery of the faith with a clear conscience. Moreover, they should be 
tested first; then, if there is nothing against them, let them serve as deacons. Women, similarly, 
should be dignified, not slanderers, but temperate and faithful in everything. Deacons may be 
married only once and must manage their children and their households well. Thus those who 
serve well as deacons gain good standing and much confidence in their faith in Christ Jesus. 

Regardless of who wrote this, are the "Women" to be understood as women deacons being treated on a 
par with men deacons, or are they the wives of the married men deacons? We can guess what Paul VI 
thought, see numbered paragraph 13 of Sacrum Diaconatus Ordinem, above, page 3 of this source-
book. Clement of Alexandria, however, clearly thought otherwise (late Second century; Stromata, book 
III chapter 6, paragraph 53):

 We also know the directions about women deacons which are given by the noble Paul in his 
second (sic) letter to Timothy. 

In the same paragraph, Clement also speculates on the role the Apostles' wives may have played in 
ministering specifically to women,

But the latter [traveling preachers besides Paul], in accordance with their particular ministry, 



devoted themselves to preaching without any distraction, and took their wives with them not as 
women with whom they had marriage relations, but as sisters, that they might be their fellow-
ministers in dealing with housewives. It was through them that the Lord's teaching penetrated 
also the women's quarters without any scandal being aroused.

A well-known late Fourth Century mention of a woman with the rank of deaconess concerns Lampadia, 
who enters history at the death of her friend Macrina, sister of Gregory of Nyssa, in his Life of 
Macrina. Lampadia is the head of a group of proto-nuns. She is notable for the possibility that the word 
for group might also be translated choir or chorus, and hence the notion that maybe her duties were 
musical and litugical in nature. 

If so, then it is an interesting example of the diaconate drawing on the special abilities of the minister. 
Unfortunately, there is little context to disambiguate the translation.  Also, although Macrina herself is 
sometimes listed as a deacon, this is an inference, and is not directly supported in her Life. The 
following source translates the crucial word about Lampadia as band, perhaps a dry comment on the 
ambiguity of that word in English, with both musical and unmusical meanings.

http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/basis/macrina.asp

Early witness of ordination of women as deacon(esse)s

St. Olympias' (ca. 365) ordination is reported by Sozomen in his Ecclesiatical History (ca. 450):

Olympias was of most illustrious birth, and although she had become a widow while young, and 
was zealously attached to the exercises of monastic philosophy according to the laws of the 
church, yet Nectarius had ordained her as deaconess.

http://christianbookshelf.org/sozomen/the_ecclesiastical_history_of_sozomenus/chapter_ix_ser
apion_the_archdeacon_and.htm

Whatever the nature of her other duties, she was a staunch public supporter of Bishop John 
Chrysostom, during and after the intrigues that led to his expulsion from Constantinople. Seventeen 
letters from him to her survive. Although we lack her letters to him, something of her character can be 
inferred from his. To say that she had the bishop's ear would be a thundering understatement.

http://www.sacred-texts.com/chr/ecf/109/1090078.htm

Her feast day is December 17 in the Roman Church. Her statue stands among the saints on the 
colonnade surrounding St Peter's Square in Rome. 

http://saintpetersbasilica.org/Exterior/Colonnades/Colonnade-Saints-1-21.htm

Canon 15 of the Council of Chalcedon, 451, sets a minimum age requirement (compare the two age 
"tracks" of the modern permanent diaconate; Sacrum Diaconatus Ordinem, chapters II and III, above 
on page 3; note also that Olympias had reputedly been ordained before she was thirty.)

A woman shall not receive the laying on of hands as a deaconess under forty years of age, and 
then only after searching examination. And if, after she has had hands laid on her and has 
continued for a time to minister, she shall despise the grace of God and give herself in marriage, 
she shall be anathematized and the man united to her. 

http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/basis/chalcedon.asp

The passage is interesting because it contemplates a woman in a position to contract marriage, and so 
possibly a woman who is not living in an exclusive community of women.

Chalcedon marks the estrangement of the Oriental Orthodox churches from the rest of Orthodoxy, and 



coincidentally comes just before the second sack and catastrophic of Rome by barbarians, a secular 
event contributing to the separate development of the churches of East and West that finally settles into 
schism. Evidently, the Eastern churches retained a role for women deacons longer than the Western 
church did.

Some people who are interested in the issue discuss persistence into the present day of ordained 
deaconesses within Oriental Orthodoxy, especially the Armenian Apostolic Orthodox Church. There is 
some question, however, about whether that was an emergency measure during times of persecution, 
and even then, whether it mainly involved women in convent settings.

http://www.catholicvoiceoakland.org/2011/05-23/forumlet2.htm



3. Apostolic foundation of the diaconate in Acts and authentic letters of Paul

Jerusalem apostolic church

The initial appointment of seven men was ostensibly for a narrow task, Acts 6: 1-7 (New American 
Bible translation):

At that time, as the number of disciples continued to grow, the Hellenists complained against 
the Hebrews because their widows were being neglected in the daily distribution. So the Twelve 
called together the community of the disciples and said, “It is not right for us to neglect the 
word of God to serve at table. Brothers, select from among you seven reputable men, filled with 
the Spirit and wisdom, whom we shall appoint to this task, whereas we shall devote ourselves to 
prayer and to the ministry of the word.” The proposal was acceptable to the whole community, 
so they chose Stephen, a man filled with faith and the holy Spirit, also Philip, Prochorus, 
Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicholas of Antioch, a convert to Judaism. They presented 
these men to the apostles who prayed and laid hands on them. The word of God continued to 
spread, and the number of the disciples in Jerusalem increased greatly; even a large group of 
priests were becoming obedient to the faith.

However, contrary to the suggestion in that passage, from the beginning, the assistants preached. 
Stephen in particular was both gifted and effective (Acts 6: 8-10)

Now Stephen, filled with grace and power, was working great wonders and signs among the 
people. Certain members of the so-called Synagogue of Freedmen, Cyrenians, and 
Alexandrians, and people from Cilicia and Asia, came forward and debated with Stephen, but 
they could not withstand the wisdom and the spirit with which he spoke. 

This success precipitates Stephen's martyrdom after a trial before the Sanhedrin (Acts 6: 11 - 7: 60). 
After Stephen's death, the church leadership is scattered, except for the Apostles themselves (Acts 8: 1-
3). 

Most of Acts 8 is devoted to the activities of Philip, another of the assistants. He is depicted both 
preaching and administering baptism unsupervised. For laying on of hands, however, the Apostles Peter 
and John are summoned to perform the rite. Philip is also depicted at length giving one-on-one 
instruction in the interpretation of Isaiah to the Ethiopian eunuch followed by the latter's baptism (Acts 
8: 26-39). Philip is then mysteriously "snatched away" and takes up an itinerant preaching ministry 
until he reaches Caesarea, where we lose sight of him.

The churches of Paul

Paul's claim of apostleship is independent of the Jerusalem group, and his activities were similar to 
what we see of Philip: a traveling ministry of conversion. It would appear that Paul's "church planting" 
included the development of a residential leadership to serve the faithful when Paul moved on. It is 
unclear whether Paul himself appointed these ministers, or they arose spontaneously among the groups. 

There is nothing to indicate a "laying on of hands" for any of Paul's helpers, unlike the very specific 
language of Acts 6: 6 for the Jerusalem church. Thus, there is no indication of an "ordained" ministry of 
any kind in Paul's churches. The whole issue of how sacraments, especially those now reserved to 
bishops, would have worked in Paul's churches is a research-level question. Perhaps attending to those 
would have been the prerogative of such people as Timothy, Silvanus and Epaphroditus, co-workers 
and travelers mentioned in letters, whom Paul would send to visit congregations.



Apart from Phoebe (see part 2 above), Romans 16 gives a lengthy list of co-workers of Paul, among 
them Prisca and Aquila, apparently a house-holding married couple (see Acts 18: 2; they are also 
mentioned in 1 Corinthians 16: 19), and if so, it is unclear whether only one or both might be ministers. 
Similarly, Philemon hails Apphia, verses 1-3, who also may be part of a house church run (apparently, 
since the grammar of the salutation is opaque) by Philemon. 

As to the kind of assignments women may have held, Philippians 4: 3 directs an unidentified man to 
help in some disagreement between Euodia and Syntyche, women "have struggled at my side in 
promoting the gospel, along with Clement and my other co-workers, whose names are in the book of 
life." This suggests an integrated ministry, rather than one where tasks are divided comprehensively 
according to gender. 1 Corinthians 1: 14-17 seems to imply that Paul delegated the work of baptizing in 
the Corinthian church, even when Paul was available there, although the verses do not say to whom.

There is some sex-segregation speculation that, on grounds of modesty, women would have been 
appropriate ministers to other adult women being baptized. However, there are living sects that manage 
full immersion adult baptism today without this concern, and baptism in any case seems by its nature to 
invite and profit from community witness. Among Paul's few Corinthian personal baptizees is a 
"household," suggesting the possibility that he officiated for both sexes.


