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 Women have always participated in the diaconal ministry of the Church.  As we have 

seen today, in the early church, they participated in both ordained and non-ordained capacities.  

In an ordained capacity, the deaconess ministered to women much as the male deacon ministered 

to men.  She assisted with baptism, took the Eucharist to those unable to attend liturgy, mediated 

between the faithful and the clergy, and taught, counseled, and guided the faithful on their 

Christian journey, especially those new to the faith.  As we have seen today, women continue to 

serve in many of these same ways as chaplains, spiritual directors, chanters, readers, homilists, 

philanthropic outreach coordinators and parish administrators.  In addition, they are often 

missionaries and Christian educators, to name just a few of the many diaconal ministries in 

which they are actively participating.  However, today they do so without an ordination.   

There have been numerous calls for over one hundred and fifty years to reinstitute the 

ordained diaconate for women. [See synopsis as well as the letters by the Paris theologians and 

Metropolitan Kallistos Ware in the Conference Packet.]  Still, when addressing the issue of the 

deaconess today, the response is often mixed.  For those who recognize that the Church once had 

deaconesses, a common refrain is usually summarized as follows, “Well, all the deaconess really 

did was assist with the baptism of women and since most of us are baptized as infants, we really 

do not need that now.”  Others may recognize that the deaconess did more than just assist in the 

baptism of women, but still ask, “If women are already doing diaconal work, do they need to be 

ordained in order to do so?” Still others usually ask, intoned with a sense of alarm, “Does that 
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mean that they could be ordained to the priesthood?” ((i.e. the presbytery)  Or put more 

colloquially, “Does this mean that we would have women priests?”)   

First of all, I would suggest that if we had a clearer understanding of the diaconate as well 

as the presbytery as distinct ministries of “priesthood,” then this need not be a question, concern, 

or fear.  Calls for the rejuvenation of the deaconess are not some type of “feminist” conspiracy or 

slight of hand to step into the presbytery or episcopacy.  Therefore, I would like to begin by 

reframing the debate, in particular by exploring what an ordained diaconal ministry could offer 

the Church.  I will first explore how the Church structures its participation in the one priesthood 

of Christ and how we understand the meaning of an “ordination” in that context.  Second, I will 

address the need for a fully functioning diaconate in the Church.  Third, I will explore what an 

ordained female diaconate could offer the Church by building on the ministries that we have 

discussed today.  And lastly, I will outline some steps that the Church can take now to minister 

more fully to the needs of the faithful and approximate a fully functioning diaconate for all. 

 

Ordination 

 There is only one ministry in the Church—Christ’s ministry.  We are all called to 

participate in it.  In fact, we are all “ordained” into the ministry of Christ—the Royal 

Priesthood—at our baptism and chrismation.  It is here that we are anointed as priest, prophet 

and king, participating in the life of the Priest, Prophet, and King.  As John Chryssavgis says in 

his book, Remembering and Reclaiming Diakonia, “As prophet, priest, and king, Christ invites 

[all in] the Church to participate in his ministry of reconciliation and redemption, of service and 

salvation.”1  He explains further that, in the early church, ministry was understood as giving 

                                                
1 John Chryssavgis, Remembering and Reclaiming Diakonia: The Diaconate Yesterday and Today (Brookline, 
Mass.: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 2009), p. 79.  Henceforth: Chryssavgis, Remembering and Reclaiming Diakonia. 
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“form and embodiment to Christ in the world [and] in that respect, it was informed by and 

conformed to the life of Christ as servant.”2  Those who exercised ministry in the nascent Church 

did so according to their various gifts and within the context of the community in order to build 

up the Body.  Eventually, certain people were set aside for ministry through ordination. 

 What did it mean to be “ordained”?   Although there is little reflection on this question, 

per se, in the first millennium of Christianity,3 it was a setting apart of people for ministry in a 

particular community.  Having been recognized by the community, their gifts were enlivened by 

the grace of the Holy Spirit.   Those elevated to “priesthood” (i.e. bishop, priest, and deacon) 

were ordained in the context of the Eucharist, at the altar, and by the bishop.  Their service was 

tied to the liturgy and the altar as the source and summit of their ministry.   

Later, in the medieval Roman Catholic world under the influence of scholasticism, 

ordination came to be understood as a power that could be exercised within any community.  

Moreover, it was understood to change the candidate ontologically by conferring an “indelible 

character on the soul that marked [the ordained] as different from other Christians.”4  In present 

Roman practice, an ordination is still typically needed for appointment to office in the Church 

and for practical matters, such as preaching or participating in church governance.5  Reacting to 

this understanding in the Roman Catholic realm, the Protestant reformers insisted that ordination 

was primarily a functional category.  In the Orthodox realm, Metropolitan John Zizioulas has 

explained the meaning of ordination in more personal and relational categories, emphasizing 

                                                
2 Chryssavgis, Remembering and Reclaiming Diakonia, p. 30. 
3 There are treatises explaining the roles of various ministers (e.g. John Chrysostom’s advice to Episcopal 
candidates —“On the Priesthood,” as well as other early Church documents (e.g. Apostolic Constitutions)), and 
canons regulating age, marital status, and other attributes of the candidates, but none (to my knowledge) speak 
specifically to what an ordination actually means.  
4 Gary Macy, “Women Deacons: History” in Gary Macy, William T. Ditewig, and Phyllis Zagano, Women 
Deacons: Past, Present, Future (New York: Paulist Press, 2011), p. 34. 
5 Phyllis Zagano, “Women Deacons: Future” in Gary Macy, William T. Ditewig, and Phyllis Zagano, Women 
Deacons: Past, Present, Future (New York: Paulist Press, 2011), p. 79, 81. 
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both its functional and communal attributes.6  An ordination sets one aside for service and 

changes one’s relationship in and with the community.   

 So, how are the three expressions of “priesthood”—bishop, presbyter, deacon—

understood and how do they relate to one another?  According to the understanding of the 

Church, the bishop (or episcopos) is the overseer of the community.  He is the “center of the 

visible unity” of the Church and a “spokesman for traditional doctrine.”7  The priest or presbyter 

has a primarily sacradotal function.  It is through his hands that we offer our sacrifice of praise to 

God and from whose hands we encounter the peace of Christ in the Liturgy.  According to 

Chryssavgis, he “manifest[s] and celebrate[s] the presence of Christ within the local community 

through the joyful sacrifice of the Eucharist.”8  And the deacon, Chryssavgis says, “complete[s] 

the circle of unity and community, dispensing the gifts of the Spirit and serving ‘the least 

member’ of the local church as the Body of Christ.”9  Historically, the diaconate has been a 

ministry that is focused on service and has included pastoral care and reconciliation (especially 

reconciling penitents or those who left the church during times of persecution), philanthropic 

outreach, ecclesial administration, the ministry of the Word, and liturgical service.  In particular, 

it is grounded in the way the church meets the world.   

 There has always been a close connection between liturgy and service, between 

leitourgia and diakonia.  For instance, in Deuteronomy, the Hebrew people not only worshipped 

and ate in the presence of the LORD, but were also were commanded to share their food with 

others in the community, including widows, orphans, and resident aliens (i.e. non-Hebrews.)10  

                                                
6 See: John D. Zizioulas, Being as Communion (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1985), pp. 209–
246. 
7 Chryssavgis, Remembering and Reclaiming Diakonia, p. 6. 
8 Chryssavgis, Remembering and Reclaiming Diakonia, p. 6. 
9 Chryssavgis, Remembering and Reclaiming Diakonia, p. 6. 
10 Dt. 14: 26–29. 
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In the Christian sphere, the liturgical and social ministry was continued by the deacon.  From the 

assembly, the deacon brings the thoughts and prayers of the gathering, the energies of God in the 

Body of Christ embedded in the sacramental life of the Church, as well as material goods to the 

community outside of the gathered assembly, especially to those in need.  Through their ministry 

of service, they then bring the concerns (and joys) of those they encounter in the world to the 

community at the gathered assembly, leading the assembly in prayer/petition on their behalf.  

They function as a vehicle for communion and reconciliation—a servant to the people of God.  

As one can see, the deaconate is a ministry with its own identity and charism; it is separate from 

the presbyterial office.  Unfortunately, at present, the ordained diaconate in the Church has 

greatly de-evolved from this vision of ministry.  In many quarters, the male diaconate is merely a 

stepping-stone to the presbytery or serves as only a liturgical functionary.  The female diaconate 

has fallen into disuse. 

 

Need? 

So, does the Orthodox Church really need a rejuvenated diaconate and in particular, a 

restored female diaconate?  To help answer this question, it is instructive to understand the 

responsibilities of a typical parish priest.  Fr. Alexander Garklavs outlined a number of functions 

expected of today’s parish priest in his presentation at a Pastoral Conference held at St. Tikhon’s 

Monastery in June of 2004.  In addition to all the liturgical duties of the priest (Sunday and any 

daily liturgical services, baptisms, weddings, funerals, etc.), he enumerates some of the priest’s 

responsibilities in parish life in America: 

Pastoral visitations, educational work, Bible study, adult study, 
youth work, teen work, working with choirs and choir directors, 
marriage preparation, marital counseling, visiting shut-ins, grief 
counseling, [hospital visits], office work, preparing and printing 
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bulletins and schedules, parish mailings, aspects of parish 
administration: parish council meetings, budgets, agendas, PR, 
building committees, sunshine committees, yard work, etc. 11 
 

It is clear that the modern day “job description” of a priest is overly broad.  In addition, it 

includes functions that have traditionally been the responsibility of the deacon.  Priests who try 

to “do it all” will most likely not be able to do everything well or will soon suffer from severe 

burnout and not be able to help anyone. 

Moreover, as far back as 1953, Archbishop Michael of the Greek Orthodox Church in 

North and South America realized that there was so much to do in each community that the  

endeavors of these priests alone do not suffice.  For should the 
priest wish to know, as he must his spiritual children by name, 
their problems, and their spiritual and moral needs, this would 
certainly be beyond his physical and spiritual resources.12 
 

Clearly, a rejuvenated diaconate, a ministry that has service as its primary focus, is 

necessary in the Orthodox Church today.  No one person can fill all the duties necessary for the 

building up of the Body of Christ, the Church.  As Paul says in 1 Corinthians, “Each of us has 

been given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.”13  In particular, I suggest that a 

female diaconate is needed to be able to serve fully all of the faithful.  For instance, there is still a 

need for a ministry of women to women.  Furthermore, the Church could and should avail itself 

to the talents and gifts of one-half of the faithful for the building up of the Body.  The diaconate 

is not merely a “stepping stone” to higher orders.  It is, as Dr. Kyriaki FitzGerald explains in her 

                                                
11 Rev. Alexander Garklavs, The Orthodox Pastor in the 21st century.  Talk presented at the 2004 Pastoral 
Conference (OCA) at St. Tikhon’s Monastery, South Canaan, PA, June 2–4, 2004. Accessed via www.oca.org. 
12 Quoted in Kyriaki Karidoyanes FitzGerald, Women Deacons in the Orthodox Church: Called to Holiness and 
Ministry (Brookline, Mass.: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 1998), p. 154–5.  Henceforth: FitzGerald, Women Deacons 
in the Orthodox Church. In this instance, he goes on to advocate for the reestablishment of the female diaconate.  He 
continues, “These tremendous needs of the Greek Orthodox Church in America has urged us to make a fervent 
appeal such as this to our daughters-in-Christ,… With the future welfare of our Church and membership at heart, we 
are considering the establishment in this country of an order of deaconess.” 
13 1 Cor. 12:7, NRSV. 
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book, Women Deacons in the Orthodox Church, “a full and parallel order of ordained ministry to 

which both men and women are called by God.”14  Practically speaking, I think a reinstituted 

ordained female diaconate could help to rejuvenate the entire diaconate in the Church since 

stepping into the presbytery is not an issue in this case (or, at least, is not assumed to be, since 

the Church has not had this practice in its history).  Women can focus on modeling what a real 

diaconal ministry might look like in the church by building up the ministry that women are 

already doing (in some instances) and encouraging men to do likewise. 

 

What could an ordained female diaconate offer the Church? 

 How can the diaconal work that women are already doing in the Church be enhanced by 

an ordination?  What would this mean for the building up of the Church?  I would like to offer 

four ways in which a fully functioning diaconate could benefit the Church.  First, by 

strengthening the pastoral care of the faithful and enhancing this care through the sacramental 

life of the Church.  Second, by recapturing the philanthropic dimension of liturgy.  Third, by 

focusing on the Word of God more particularly.  And fourth, by connecting the pastoral, social, 

and liturgical dimensions of the diaconate more fully. 

 Strengthening the Pastoral Care of the Faithful 

 As we have seen today, women are serving as chaplains in hospitals, hospices, and in 

other settings.  They bring solace to the sick and dying through their prayers and words of 

comfort.  However, their lay status prevents them from offering Holy Communion (or perhaps, 

Unction) to the faithful.  As a deaconess, a chaplain could connect the ill or infirm to the power 

of sacramental life of the Church.  As a representative of the Church, she could also bring the 

                                                
14 FitzGerald, Women Deacons in the Orthodox Church, p. 165. 



 8 

thoughts and prayers of the entire assembly to those in need.  Furthermore, through petition in 

the gathered assembly, she could bring the concerns of those in need to the attention of the 

faithful for prayer.  This connects the sick and dying to the community and the community to the 

ill in ways that are tangible and life affirming, strengthening the unity of the Body of Christ. 

 I have seen a need for this type of ministry in my own experience.  When I was in 

seminary, I spent six weeks one summer at a nursing home with a large number of Orthodox 

residents for my pastoral care residency.  I had nine women and one man on my rounds. (As is 

typically the case, women outnumber men in large numbers in these facilities.)  As a 

representative from the seminary, I had some authority for my visits; they were not just social 

visits, important as those visits may be.  I got along well with the residents and as my visits 

continued, I found out that many of them wanted to TALK.  They wanted to talk about important 

things in their lives and for many of the women, “women-type” things (e.g. reproductive issues, 

loss of a child, problems they may have had with their husbands, etc.).  They also wanted to talk 

about more general concerns—if they had things that were unsettled in their lives, regrets that 

they might have had or what may lie ahead for them when they leave this world.  Frankly, I took 

a lot of “confessions.”  In general, I felt a bit “over my head,” not having received any training in 

this area.  I also felt that our encounters would have been enhanced had I been able to bring to 

them the healing power of Christ through the sacraments of the Church.  Likewise, I would 

suggest that they might have felt more comforted knowing that through my intercession, a 

community was praying and caring for them as well.  Both of these actions would more 

concretely manifest to them that healing in Christ is the healing of mind, body, and soul, both 

personal and communal.  Some residents had been in the nursing home for years, others for only 

a short time.  However, I was quite saddened to learn that NONE of them had had a pastoral visit 
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by their parish priest (or deacon) in all the time that they were there.  Unfortunately, this was not 

the exception to the rule.  Clearly, there is a need for women to engage in this type of ministry in 

the Church. 

  Similarly, a spiritual director can provide pastoral care to many in need of guidance in 

their lives. Although the faithful would still receive absolution for remission of their sins through 

the agency of a priest, those engaged in spiritual direction can benefit from a relationship with a 

trained director to help them reflect on their lives.  This guidance can help us to understand 

ourselves better in order to be able to see our sins more clearly and open a path for repentance 

and growth.  Additionally, it can help us to move forward with our lives and grow in our 

relationship with God, both individually and in community, in ways that are healthy and life 

affirming.  In the ecclesial realm, many seek guidance in the monastic context.  But, not all 

monastics are good spiritual directors by virtue of their monastic vows.  To be honest, some 

advice they have given can be quite dubious and damaging to those who seek it.  Anecdotal 

evidence suggests that women particularly have been the recipient of such advice and on 

occasion, abuse.   The Church could benefit from those women who are immersed in the spiritual 

life of the Church (inside or outside the monastic context) who are also trained in psychology 

and Orthodox anthropology in order to minister more fully to those in its care.  An ordination 

would emphasize the reciprocal relationship of this ministry.  Those trained and ordained in this 

ministry have the authority and support of the Church, but they also have a responsibility to the 

Church and are accountable to Her (in the person of the bishop.)  In other words, there are no 

“loose wheels.”   

 [Furthermore, an ordained deaconess could provide pastoral care as an intercessor between 

the clergy (or hierarchy) and laity for those in need of their efforts.  They can be an official, but 
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neutral observer or moderator for private conversation to guard against abuse or false charges of 

the same, protecting both parties in the conversation—both clergy and laity. In the wake of the 

sexual scandals that have affected various quarters of the Christian Church to which the 

Orthodox Church has not been immune, such a person can protect all involved.  Additionally, if 

the deaconess is someone to whom the faithful has looked for guidance, she could also be a 

qualified advocate in a spiritual court.]   

 Recapturing the Philanthropic Dimension of the Liturgy 

	   A rejuvenated diaconate can recapture this dimension of the liturgy more particularly by 

connecting our service to God with service to our neighbor.  Justin the Martyr reports that in the 

early Church, all Christians contributed to the offering, each one depositing their contribution 

with the president of the assembly.  The president would then use the offerings to take care of 

“the orphans and widows, and those who are needy because of sickness or other cause, and the 

captives, and the strangers who sojourn among us….”15 In the East, the gifts of the faithful were 

deposited in the Skeuophylakion (outer area) prior to the celebration of the liturgy.  The deacons 

would then select the portion to be offered to God and carry it to the altar area at the beginning of 

the Liturgy of the Faithful, what we now know as the Great Entrance.  The remaining gifts would 

be blessed and then be distributed to the poor, the orphans, widows—anyone in need.  This was 

the responsibility of the bishop and usually done by the deacon or deaconess as the agent of the 

bishop.  As the Orthodox Church in this country transitions from an immigrant church struggling 

to survive to one that is more established in its local setting, it is beginning to serve those around 

Her.  For instance, efforts such as the “FOCUS” initiative is ministering to the poor and needy by 

providing Food Occupation Clothing Understanding and Shelter.  Many of these types of 

                                                
15 Justin the Martyr, Apology 67 in Bard Thompson, Liturgies of the Western Church (Philadelphia, Pa.: Fortress 
Press, 1980), p. 9. 
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philanthropic initiatives are run by women.  However, these efforts are not normally connected 

with our liturgical life.  A fully functioning diaconate would help to connect our liturgy and 

service to the world.   Today, we are trying to model this connection in a small way, by blessing 

food at our opening service that will then be distributed to Emmaus House, a house of hospitality 

serving the poor and needy in Harlem.  

 On an additional note, I would like to emphasize that the deacon or deaconess as an emissary 

of the bishop not only connects our liturgical and philanthropic realms, but practically speaking, can 

be a sustaining presence in the parish, especially when a parish is in between pastors.  I think of my 

own hometown parish years ago when they were without a priest for many months.  The parish 

council president tried to keep the community together, but could not fill all the gaps between what 

was a minimal liturgical life and a lack of pastoral care or outreach to the faithful, especially to the 

shut-ins or others in need.  An ordained deacon or deaconess could help to bridge these gaps by 

continuing to provide a philanthropic connection from the liturgy to the faithful.  Moreover, she 

could continue to enrich them with the Word of God. 

 Focusing on the Word of God 

 The diaconate is a ministry closely associated with the Word of God—proclaiming it in 

word and song.  In particular, the Church could benefit greatly from those who study the 

Scripture more particularly and use their education to help to edify the lives of those assembled.   

Although preaching is also an area of ministry in which some theologically trained 

laypersons participate, it can be controversial in some places, especially when a woman is doing 

so.  Even in those contexts where an expansion of this ministry has been welcomed, the arrival of 

a new priest with a different understanding of who can and cannot participate in this ministry or 

a complaint from a disgruntled parishioner can often trump the wishes of the silent majority and 
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cause the person who had been participating in this ministry to be disallowed from doing so.  The 

congregation is then deprived of hearing their voice and the perspective they bring to the reading.  

As a deacon or deaconess, this would be an inherent part of their ministry.  This does not mean 

that they would take on all preaching duties, but it would allow another voice and studied 

perspective to contribute more regularly to the edification of the faithful. 	    

Connecting the pastoral, social, and liturgical dimensions of the diaconate more fully 

 As I have mentioned above, the ministry of the deacon is to connect more fully the 

pastoral and social dimensions Christ’s work in the world in and through the gathering of the 

assembly.  I have intimated how a future deaconess could continue to strengthen this connection 

as well.  However, a formal liturgical role is the least developed area of diaconal ministry for 

women as there is little historical precedent for this.  As Chryssavgis reminds us, “The decision 

as to whether or not women deacons perform liturgical functions arguably remains the exclusive 

prerogative of bishops in synod, in order that the catholic mind of the Church may gradually 

mature in and collectively seal this critical aspect of the female diaconate.”16  In my opinion, it is 

a distortion of the office to have the male deacon serve only during the liturgy, but not within the 

community, and conversely, to have a future female deacon serve within the community, but not 

during the liturgy.  As Dr. FitzGerald reminds us,  

It is important to remember that in the past women deacons did have 
important responsibilities in the Eucharist assembly as well as in the 
administration of baptism, in praying with and for those in need, and in 
bringing Holy Communion to those unable to attend the Eucharist. 
…Today, these expressions of ministry can certainly continue.  At the 
same time, we also need to examine how women deacons can participate 
in the Eucharist and other liturgical services in a manner which is 
expressive of the living Tradition of the Church and which is not defined 
by cultural norms of another time.17 

                                                
16 Chryssavgis, Remembering and Reclaiming Diakonia, p. 19. 
17 FitzGerald, Women Deacons in the Orthodox Church, p. 197. 
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Steps towards the rejuvenation of the Diaconate—Male and Female 

 How can we get women and men to participate in diaconal ministry more fully and the 

Church ready for such a step?  In the general case, more men and women need to have a 

seminary education and in the case of women particularly, the church must support them and use 

them when they have completed their degree.  More specifically, the current diaconal programs 

(e.g. OCA and GOA) should include training in their programs that develop the ministry of the 

diaconate along the lines of pastoral care, philanthropic service, and ministry of the word in 

addition to liturgical service.  Moreover, I suggest allowing (and encouraging) women to enroll 

in these programs in order to get the necessary training to be ready to serve if and when the 

church does move in this direction. 

 I would now like to revisit the diaconal ministries that women are already doing and 

suggest ways that the church could strengthen them for both women and men.  In order to help to 

build up the ministry of the chaplain for service in the ecclesial context, our seminaries could 

offer Clinical Pastoral Education (CPE) training or partner with a nearby institution to offer a 

joint MDiv/MSW degree in order to provide the necessary training for this ministry in the church 

and to meet the requirements for board certification as professionals in their field.  In addition, 

other Orthodox jurisdictions (e.g. Antiochian) need to offer a formal endorsement process for 

those in their charge.  Ultimately, the official Orthodox endorsement should come from the 

Assembly of Bishops or some other future synod of the Orthodox Church of America in order to 

conserve our resources and speak with one voice in this country. 

 Although the practice of spiritual direction has a long history in our church, the 

formalization of any training process is only in its infancy.  In order to train future spiritual 

directors, our seminaries could provide the necessary classes on many of the spiritual texts upon 
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which this practice is based and set up a mentoring program with other Orthodox spiritual 

directors from whom the directee and future director could learn.  Eventually, this could develop 

into a more formal program and lead to a certificate and an endorsement process of its own. 

Many laywomen and men already engage in the ministry of the Word on some level—as 

chanters, readers and occasionally, as homilists.  For instance, the ministry of reading (e.g. the 

Epistle) in the liturgical assembly has been open to women in many places for years.  However, 

the ministry of the “Reader” has de-evolved from its original scope.  In the past, especially in an 

era when much of the population might have been illiterate, someone—usually a young man—

from the congregation was set aside as a “Reader.” He was to study the Scriptures as well as all 

the liturgical books for the services and was to lead Reader Services if no priest was present.  

Today, most “readers” merely read the epistle.  I suggest that the Church restore this ministry in 

its full intent, training and tonsuring both men and women to serve in this capacity.  Similarly, I 

suggest the Church could create a new order of ministry for homilists—that of “preacher”—and 

set aside and bless men and women trained for this service.  Some churches in the Byzantine 

tradition (e.g. the Church of Greece) have a history of such a practice. Perhaps, the church in this 

country could learn from this example.  

Unlike for men, a formal liturgical role is the least developed area of ministry for women.  

Since we do not generally see women serving in more minor liturgical roles (i.e. the “minor 

orders”), it is hard for us to imagine them doing so in more major roles.  To begin, I suggest 

opening altar service to girls in parishes in order to begin to see females serving in the altar area.  

The ministry of the altar server is most closely aligned to that of the deacon, it is a ministry of 

service. (This does not mean that altar service leads to an ordained diaconate or presbytery, only 

that it is a ministry of service in the liturgical sphere.)  
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As early as 1975, Metropolitan Emilianos Timiadis (at the time, Metropolitan of 

Calabria) in his address to the participants of the first International Conference for Orthodox 

Women in Agapia, Romania, proposed that more women “be admitted to the Minor Orders, as 

readers and acolytes.”18 Today many bishops, priests, and theologians19 say that there are no 

good theological reasons for excluding females and that allowing them to serve in this manner is 

consistent with the living Tradition of our Church.  Outside of monasteries, girls serve in the 

altar area in the Church of Antioch and in isolated cases in some parish settings. [PICTURES]  In 

general, altar service is simple and functional; it is helpful in order to celebrate the liturgy 

smoothly. Yet we go to a great deal of trouble to disallow the service of girls and women.  So, if 

there are no good theological reasons for disallowing girls/women to serve in the altar, why 

should they be allowed to participate in the ministry of altar service? Can our understanding and 

experience of diaconal ministry be enhanced by allowing their participation in this ministry?  I 

suggest that it can and offer four reasons for the inclusion of females in altar service. 

(1) Allowing girls and women to serve in the altar area shows them and us that their 

service is valued.  Serving in this way can contribute to their love of the liturgy and help them 

grow in their relationship with God in and through the gathered assembly.  More importantly, 

not allowing girls and women the opportunity to do so can have an adverse effect on their 

spiritual lives. This is especially true of girls who want to serve and are told that they are not 

allowed just because of their biological sex, something they cannot change.  Not only do they 

                                                
18 Emilianos Timiadis, Metropolitan of Calabria, “The Concern for Women in the Orthodox Tradition: New 
Challenges,” in Constance Tarasar and Irina Kirillova, eds., Orthodox Women: Their Role and Participation in the 
Orthodox Church.  Report on the Consultation of Orthodox Women, September 11–17, 1976, Agapia, Roumania, 
(Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1977), p. 35. 
19 Theologians with which I have spoken personally about this issue include Dr. Lewis Patsavos, Professor (now, 
Emeritus) of Canon Law at Holy Cross Greek Orthodox School of Theology, Rev. Dr. Emmanuel Clapsis, Professor 
of Dogmatic Theology and former Dean of the school, and Fr. Alkiviadis Calivas, Professor (now, Emeritus) of 
Liturgics and former Dean and President of the school.  These represent perspectives from the canonical, dogmatic, 
and liturgical tradition of the Orthodox Church. 



 16 

miss an intimate connection with the liturgy, but they are told that their service is not welcome.  

In as much as the Church can be the community within which we experience God, this rejection, 

which can be quite painful, may become an impediment to the growth of that relationship and 

our understanding of ministry as a willingness to serve and draw closer to God.  (2) By not 

allowing females the opportunity to serve, we are depriving them of an important catechetical 

opportunity. It is important for everyone to read about the liturgy and to participate as a member 

of the congregation. But we can get a richer and deeper understanding of the service when we are 

able to observe the actions of the celebrant more closely and participate within the altar area.  (3) 

We do damage to the integrity of the Church.  By not aligning our liturgical practice with our 

baptismal theology (i.e. where there is no male or female in Christ Jesus), we establish a “gender 

determinism” to altar service that can be devoid of such necessary criteria as ethical and moral 

considerations.  Furthermore, in some jurisdictions, “altar boys” as young as four or five are 

tonsured as “readers” —a function they may not be able to do and almost never actually do 

within the liturgical assembly in order to remove them from status of the “laity” (i.e. elevate 

them to the status of “clergy”), thereby allowing them to gain access to the altar area.  Moreover, 

in some jurisdictions these same young boys are then vested with the stole, dressing them as sub-

deacons—a ministry for which they have not been set aside.  In both cases, we devalue the actual 

ministry of reader and sub-deacon.  We become a church that contorts the idea of service, 

damaging our own integrity.  4) The last reason that I will offer in the context of this talk is that, 

instead of inculcating a sense of service, limiting altar service to males can give them a false 

sense of entitlement that is antithetical to the Gospel message of humility and love in 

service to Christ and His Church. 
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 For some, opening altar service to females is a big leap.  In that case, I would like to 

introduce you to an interim step—the St. Mary Liturgical Service program.  In the interests of 

time, I refer you to the description of the program that we have supplied in your packets.  The 

program is designed to encourage all of us to connect more closely with the liturgy by serving 

and participating more fully in its celebration.  It is built around participation at the Gospel 

reading (i.e. holding candles for the reading), the Great Entrance, (i.e. processing with the icon of 

the feast, candles, and at the end of the procession, carrying the baskets of antidoron), and then 

presenting the Antidoron for a blessing. [PICTURES] 

It has been beneficial on many levels—educational, spiritual, pastoral, and practical.  During 

the summer months, we expanded the service to families so entire families could serve together.  

Among other things, this helps us to realize that we do not “outgrow” service.  To conclude, I 

would like to share the experience of someone visiting the parish one day last summer.  It not only 

brings into focus the positive aspects of this particular program, but helps us to understand diaconal 

ministry more fully…  At one particular service, a woman who has been Orthodox all her life (and 

also happens to be theologically trained) observed that seeing an entire family serve as part of the 

Great Entrance procession—with the young children carrying the icon of the day and candles, and 

at the end of the procession, the parents carrying the baskets of antidoron—was the first time that 

she really felt that the entire community was a part of the offering.  The Great Entrance was imbued 

with new meaning and deepened theological significance.  Liturgy is more than texts—it is what we 

say and do.  By including members of the congregation—both male AND female—in the ritual 

procession of the offering, the meaning that this is the offering of the PEOPLE was made real.  The 

liturgy is our sacrifice of praise to God; it is our service to God and one another.  A ministry of 

service is something to which we ALL are called. 


