
The Priesthood Series 

Article 17 – Deaconesses (Part 2) 

 

(This article is written by and reprinted with permission from Deacon Nathan Allen, currently 

assigned to the parish of St. Agnes in St. Paul) 

 

One of the twentieth century’s foremost liturgical historians, Aimé Georges Martimort, traces the 

history of deaconesses in the Eastern Church during the first few centuries of the Christian era 

(they never really caught on with those of us in the West). Their role was decidedly not 

connected to the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, certainly not at the altar. Rather, their role involved 

assisting the clergy in ministry to women where it would have been inappropriate for men to do 

so. Women who were often kept apart and could not mingle with men to whom they were not 

closely related (as is still the case in many Arab countries) could be visited by women, who 

might for example bring them communion. Also, the practice amongst certain Churches in the 

East for adult baptism involved the person to be baptized going down naked into the water, and 

upon emerging from the waters of baptism and before he was clothed in the white garment 

symbolizing rebirth, his whole body would be rubbed down with chrism. Obviously, for a male 

clergyman to do this for a woman would have been very improper and scandalous to the broader 

culture; which is where the deaconesses came in. Gradually they took on a leadership role 

amongst cloistered women religious, equivalent to an abbess or Mother Superior.  

 

So it is clear that deaconesses had an important role in those Eastern Churches where they 

flourished in the first few centuries, but it was never equivalent to the ordained diaconate, and 

certainly not equivalent to the ministerial priesthood. Bishops, priests, and deacons are ordained 

by the laying on of hands by the ordaining bishop. Martimort makes clear from many ancient 

sources that the early Church did not ordain deaconesses, but rather consecrated them, set them 

apart for this service. In that sense, they were very much like the women religious or consecrated 

virgins we have in the Church today. The Council Fathers at Nicaea, AD 325, in Canon 19 made 

explicit that deaconesses, “since they have no imposition of hands, are to be numbered only 

among the laity.”  The Church still today utilizes the service of women to help fulfill some of the 

types of duties assigned to early Church deaconesses. These Lay Pastoral Ministers support the 

pastoral ministry of the Church by assisting in the care of the people of God in their community. 

 

All this will no doubt be studied and made clear in the next few years as the commission the 

Holy Father is setting up meets. Then the question will be asked and perhaps answered whether 

there would be any advantage, given that we no longer live in the sort of situation that gave rise 

to the need for deaconesses in some parts of the world during the early centuries of the Church, 

in bringing back this particular ministry. Perhaps deaconesses will be of use in countries where a 

male clergyman cannot without impropriety minister effectively to his women parishioners. 

Perhaps some cloistered women’s religious orders will want the option of having their abbesses 

and Mothers Superior set aside and consecrated in a special way for their important tasks. Or 

perhaps we will come to the conclusion that this particular bit of ancient history really is not 

relevant to the current situation in the life of the Church. 

 

(You can read more about the history of deaconesses in the early Church in Deaconesses: An 

Historical Study, by Aimé Georges Martimort.) 


