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 The Christian life is a never-ending relationship with God that formally begins at our 

baptism.  However, as with any relationship, we must nurture it in order for it to grow.  We have 

the opportunity to do so throughout our lives within the community of the Church.  The Divine 

Liturgy, in particular, is replete with opportunities to encounter God.  In the Liturgy, we 

experience God through the person of the Risen Christ and the agency of the Spirit. 

 In this paper I will highlight the opportunities for relationship with God within the 

context of Liturgy through Scripture, Tradition, our relationships with others, and our reception 

of Holy Communion.  I will also emphasize that this invitation requires a response on our part.  

Throughout the first part of the paper, I will have included ways that we can encounter and serve 

God through our liturgical participation.  In the second part, I will explore areas where women 

may serve further.  

Scripture 

The first part of the Divine Liturgy is the Liturgy of the Word.  It is here that we read and 

hear the Scriptures, encountering God through God’s presence in history. In the message of the 

Bible we learn about God—who God is, who Christ is, and about His powers and of the 

existence of the Trinity—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  We also learn how to live within history, 
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in wholeness and in a proper relationship with others.  In as much as we allow the words of 

Scripture to penetrate our being, we grow in our relationship with God and with one another. 

 The word “liturgy” or leitourgia comes from the Greek laos (people) and ergon (work).  

In the Christian understanding of the word, it is the “work of the people.”
2
  It is a dialogue of the 

priest and the people.   Women (as all lay persons) can participate in the liturgy by singing and 

chanting the responses.  Furthermore, in many cases they can read the Epistle within the 

liturgical assembly.  The letters of the Bible were meant to be read aloud to the brothers and 

sisters of the community.  When one reads them in the Eucharistic assembly, she (or he) is 

participating in an experience that has its origins in the beginning of the Church.  Both the 

community and the reader are connected to the Early Church, as well as the Church through time 

through the public reading of Scripture.  For the one who reads, that connection can be 

particularly strong. 

In the received tradition, the Gospel reading follows.  We ask God to prepare us to 

receive the message of the Gospel in the prayer preceding it, “Shine within our hearts, loving 

Master, the pure light of Your divine knowledge and open the eyes of our minds so that we may 

comprehend the message of Your Gospel….”
3
  This is sometimes referred to as the first epiclesis 

(epi-upon, clesis-calling; calling on the Holy Spirit) of the Liturgy.  The homily usually follows 

the gospel reading. 

Occasionally, trained laypersons have been able to share their experience of God with 

those present in the liturgical assembly by giving the homily. (Although this is a rather new area 

                                                 
2
 In a more precise etymology, the word leitourgia comes from leitos (which is derived from leos/laos) and 

ergo/erxo (to do).  In the ancient Greek secular sense, it meant the public work of a person.  In the Septaugint, it was 

used for the public service of the temple and came to be associated with the function of the priest.  In the Christian 

sense, it means the work of Christ (i.e. the high priest) for the people.  By extension, it is the work of the Body of 

Christ (i.e. the people of God) for all the people and the world. 
3
 The Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom, (Brookline, Mass.: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 1985), p. 11.  

Henceforth, The Divine Liturgy. 
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of ministry for women as well as laymen, it has been welcomed in some places.)  It is often said 

that one never really knows a subject until she (or he) is required to teach it and explain it to 

others.  By studying the text, those who preach can help all of us to recover an appropriate 

meaning of the text.  Allowing a variety of voices to preach the message of the Gospel, gives us 

all a fresh perspective on the text.  Additionally, those who preach can also give some insight 

into the importance of the passage for our lives today based on their experience, drawing us 

closer to them and to God.  

Tradition 

The Tradition of the Church is the presence of God’s Spirit in the Church through history. 

In addition to the knowledge of God that we have acquired through the Scriptures, throughout 

history we learn more about God through the lives of the saints and understand more about who 

God is and what God has done for us through in the dogmatic formulations of the Ecumenical 

councils under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.  The Tradition of the Church represents the 

continuum of knowledge passed down and enlarged from one generation to the next and 

reinterpreted for each.  It shapes who we are, what we do, and why we do it. 

 All of these experiences of and statements about God and the history of salvation 

actualize the presence of God in our midst.  This is done through the collective memory of the 

community and our participation in the event of the assembly.  In as much as we can become a 

part of these lives and events (i.e. the story), we are transfigured towards Christ and the reign to 

come.  

Our Relationship with Others 

 Our relationships with others help us to know God as well.  Our participation in the 

community is how and where we learn about ourselves, where we cease to be “individuals” and 
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become “persons”—those in relation.  It is through these relationships that we have the 

opportunity to know God and others not only in a cognitive sense, but through an encounter of 

the heart.   

 We begin the Liturgy by praying for all in what is now called the Great or Peace Litany.  

We pray for the “peace in the whole world…unity of all…travelers…for the sick, the suffering, 

the captives….”
4
  In the early Church this litany was said immediately prior to the Kiss of Peace.  

In the Kiss of Peace we actualize the love of God between one another.  Each is our sister or our 

brother.  Through the Risen Christ, we can move beyond our divisions within society, whether 

ethnic, racial, gender, or cultural, and assume a Christian identity.  Our differences are 

transcended in the unity of the Body of Christ.  As Vladimir Lossky writes,  

The fullness of nature demands the perfect unity of humanity, one 

body which is realized in the Church…. Within the unity of the 

common nature the persons are not parts, but each a whole, finding 

accomplishment of its fullness in union with God.
5
  

 

While we are given the opportunity to enter into this peace, how we experience God’s 

peace and love are conditioned by the community’s response to God’s invitation.  When the 

entire community shares the Kiss of Peace, our physical expression of agape love draws us closer 

to the members of the community and gives our worship a sense of unity.  Inasmuch as we can 

give ourselves over to the other, we can participate in and enter into God’s love, in both its 

horizontal and vertical dimensions.  The more we enter into this love, the more we become who 

we are called to be, both as persons and as community.  

The Eucharist 

                                                 
4
 The Divine Liturgy, pp. 1, 3. 

5
 Vladimir Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church, (Crestwood, N.Y.: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 

1976), p. 241. 
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   In the Gospel of John, Jesus says, “I am the bread of life…I am the living bread… [they] 

who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in Me and I in [them]” (Jn. 6:32-58).  Food is life 

and the “new food of the new life which we receive from God in His Kingdom is Christ 

Himself.”
6
  Unlike other food that is in a state of decay and is eaten by us to be consumed and 

then dispelled, when we partake of the Body and Blood of Christ we are integrated into it.  The 

corruptible elements are transformed into symbols of life which incorporate us.  Christ becomes 

the life for many, as Fr. Alexander Schmemann says, “uniting them to Himself.”
7
   

This opportunity to receive the body and blood of Christ is given to all of us from the 

time of our baptism at every Divine Liturgy.  However, we must be prepared to receive it.  It is 

important to remember that none of us is totally “worthy” to receive the Body and Blood of 

Christ by our own accord.  However, none of us is made unworthy due to natural biological 

functions either.  This is still an area of concern for some women (or some men about women) in 

some sectors of the Church today.    

Certain writings, possibly written under the influence of Levitical taboos regarding 

women, have understood the shedding of blood to make a woman “unclean” and therefore, 

unable to commune during their period, enter the sanctuary, or participate in the liturgical life of 

the Church.  Although it is beyond the scope of this paper to analysis all the particular writings 

that mention this, I would argue that many of the reasons given do not hold up to scrutiny.  For 

instance, Nicodemus, in his commentary in The Rudder on Dionysus-Canon II which restricts the 

public liturgical activity of women during menstruation because of perceived “uncleanness”, 

opines that one reason, among others, a woman is considered “unclean” during her period is to 

“prevent men from having intercourse with them during this time as any infants conceived and 

                                                 
6
 Alexander Schmemann, For the Life of the World, (Crestwood, N.Y.: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1973), p. 43. 

7
 Alexander Schmemann, Liturgy and Life, (Department of Religious Education (OCA), p. 1983), p. 68. 
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formed by such contaminated blood become weaker in nature and liable to leprosy.”
8
  Now, this 

reasoning is clearly based on a faulty understanding of biology.  Women do not conceive during 

their periods.  In addition, leprosy is an infectious disease caused by the organism 

mycobacterium leprae and has no connection whatsoever to the method of conception.
9
   

Furthermore, it should be noted that this is in direct contradiction to the understanding of 

‘uncleanness’ found in earlier church documents—the Didascalia Apostolorum and the Apostolic 

Constitutions.  Chapter 26 of the Didascalia (3
rd

-4
th

 c.) admonishes Christians to abandon the 

rabbinical rules of ‘uncleanness.’ 

 [Are they de-]void of the Holy Spirit.[?] For through baptism they 

receive the Holy Spirit, who is ever with those that work righteousness, 

and does not [emphasis mine] depart from them by reason of natural issues 

and the intercourse of marriage, but is ever and always with those who 

possess Him…
10

 

 

It goes on to explicitly state that the Holy Spirit remains with a woman during her monthly 

period and that giving into Rabbinical taboos and rules opens the way for the wrong spirit 

[emphasis mine].
11

  The Apostolic Constitutions (4
th

-5
th

-c. Syrian) extends this emphasis,  

…For neither the lawful mixture [=intercourse], nor childbearing, nor the 

menstrual purgation, nor noctural pollution can defile the nature of a 

[person], or separate the Holy Spirit from him…. but only impiety towards 

God, and transgression, and injustice towards one’s neighbor… 
12

 

 

  When we receive Christ’s Body and Blood in the Eucharist, we feel His presence more 

fully in our lives.  We are part of His life and the lives of all my sisters and brothers in Christ.   

                                                 
8
 The Rudder, Agapiou Hieromonachou and Nikodemou Monachou, eds. (Athens, 1957), p. 719. 

9
 Kapsalis, Maria-Fotini, “The Canons of Ritual Uncleanness and Women in the Orthodox Church,” accessed 

3/4/2006 via http://www.orthopraxis.org/about/2005/purity-of-women.html. 
10

 Didascalia Apostolorum, Chapter 26. 
11

 Ibid, Chapter 26. 
12

 Apostolic Constitutions, Chapter VI, no. 27. 
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Our Response 

 The future is a gift from God.  It sustains God’s people in hope and empowers us to 

create a future in the present.  God invites all of us to participate in this future.  It is up to us to 

respond, to enter into that synergistic relationship which gives us a taste of God’s reign while we 

are here on earth.  Our experience is conditioned by our ability to enter into this relationship, to 

participate in it.  

Our ability to enter into the event of the Liturgy is predicated on our ability to offer our 

gifts.  This has implications for liturgical renewal as well as the roles within the assembly.  Our 

participation may be hindered due to our own sin—our laziness or hardness of heart.  It may also 

be limited due to the reality of our maturity.  We begin as children in the faith, and hopefully, 

grow into adulthood.  Along the way, we find ourselves and discover our gifts that express the 

fullness of our humanity.  Sadly, our gifts may not be recognized by the community and this may 

hinder our ability to participate in the event of the assembly.  This is sometimes experienced by 

many laypersons, especially women, in the liturgical assembly. Presently, the participation of 

women in the liturgical celebration varies widely.  While the ministry of women may be 

welcomed in one setting, it may be forbidden in another merely because they are women.  

However, the same is rarely true for men, just because they are men.  

 

Throughout the first part of this talk, I have mentioned many ways that women can 

participate in the liturgical assembly—singing, chanting, reading, preaching, sharing the kiss of 

peace, and receiving the Eucharist.  These have all been part of my personal experience, but they 

are not part of the liturgical experience of many women.  Now, I would like to qualify my 

statements by mentioning a few caveats to the liturgical participation of women. 
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Caveats to the liturgical participation of women today  

Reader 

The ministry of reading (e.g. the Epistle) in the liturgical assembly has been open to 

women for many years.  However, in some places, this ministry is “clericalized” and in some 

instances it is being, “re-clericalized” by the proliferation of the “ordination” of men to the so-

called “minor order” of Reader, an order that, except in rare instances, is open only to men.  This 

is especially true in those churches that follow Slavic practice.  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.  

Although Orthodox theology and liturgical practice does not require that one be “ordained” or set 

aside as a Reader prior to ordination to the higher orders of Priesthood (i.e. Deacon, Presbyter, 

Bishop), this has been understood as the “first degree of Priesthood.”
13

  One can argue that this 

understanding, reflected in what can be called an addendum to the service, entered the East from 

the West, as in classic Roman Catholicism (at least prior to Vatican II) one needed to rise 

through the degrees of “priesthood” in order to be ordained a presbyter.  In present liturgical 

practice, many of those “ordained” as Reader focus exclusively on reading the Epistle in the 

                                                 
13

 Service Book of the Holy Orthodox-Catholic Apostolic Church, Isabel Hapgood, trans. (Englewood, New Jersey: 

Antiochian Orthodox Christian Archdiocese, 1975), p. 308. 
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liturgical assembly.  They monopolize a function that many more could do and which excludes 

women particularly.   

How can or should the Church respond to, what some might consider, a distorted 

practice?  I think the choice is simple.  The church can either let the order of Reader fall into 

disuse or restore it to its full function allowing both men and women to be trained and participate 

in the liturgical assembly similarly.  I would recommend the latter as an affirmation of their 

ministry. 

Preacher 

Although a newer area of lay ministry, some men and women participate in the liturgical 

assembly by giving the homily.  Many of those who participate in this ministry are not ordained, 

but are theologically trained, and are grateful to be able to use their education to help edify the 

lives of those assembled.  In some contexts, this has been a welcome development.  In others it 

has been deemed controversial, especially when a woman is preaching.  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 cause the person 

who had been participating in this ministry to be disallowed from doing so.  The person who had 

been sharing his or her gifts in this ministry stops (perhaps, subconsciously) engaging the 

scriptures in a deeper way.  Moreover, the congregation is deprived of an opportunity to hear a 

different perspective.  

How can or should the Church respond to this situation?  One solution is for the Church 

to create a new order of ministry—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) 
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have a history of such a practice.  Might the Church in other parts of the world learn from this 

example? 

Altar Server 

I would now like to look briefly at two other roles in the liturgical assembly—that of the 

altar server and the deacon.  There are times when certain practices in the Orthodox Church fail 

to reflect, what I believe is, a life-giving theology.  One area that has been particularly painful to 

many girls and women is the practice of only allowing males to serve within the altar in parishes.  

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.”
14

  Today many bishops, priests, and theologians
15

 say that there are no good 

theological reasons for excluding females and that allowing them to serve is consistent with the 

living Tradition of the Orthodox Church. (e.g. Women have served in the past as female deacons 

in Byzantium and as altar servers in Russia and elsewhere as well as in monastic settings.)  Still 

the practice persists.  Within the past few years, a small number of parishes have taken tentative 

steps to include girls as altar servers.  Anecdotal evidence suggests that this has been a welcome 

development in those settings.  Still some resist (or even prohibit) the practice.   

In general, altar service is simple and functional. 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 girls (and women) be allowed to 

                                                 
14

 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. 
15

 The theologians I asked about this issue for this paper include: Dr. Lewis Patsavos, Professor 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 Emeritus of Liturgical Theology. 
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participate in the ministry of altar service? Can the Body of Christ be built up by allowing their 

participation in this ministry?  As one who has spent a great part of her adult life studying and 

contemplating this issue and who has a great interest in liturgical theology, I offer four 

immediate reasons: 

1) The liturgical services of the Orthodox Church are filled with opportunities to learn about and 

draw closer to God. Serving within the altar (an example of “active learning”) can provide an 

important opportunity to shape this relationship in a positive manner. Serving can increase our 

understanding of and connection to a celebration that is done for and with all believers but one in 

which many of the liturgical actions are rarely, if ever, seen or experienced by those in the 

congregation. By not allowing females the opportunity to serve, they are deprived of an 

important catechetical opportunity. This is abundantly clear to anyone who has attended a 

‘liturgics’ class. The men often have a more nuanced perspective of the liturgy and retain 

knowledge of details of which women are often completely unaware.  This is not to disparage the 

perspective of those participating in the congregation. But a much richer and deeper 

understanding of the service is experienced when participating in the altar area. This is certainly 

something to which I can attest.   

In my opinion, the policy of only allowing males to serve also has an adverse educational 

effect on them as well. While many of them should be offering their gifts in other capacities and 

learning from those experiences (e.g. the choir), they are encouraged only to serve within the 

altar, limiting other educational opportunities and ways of encountering God. 

2) Not allowing girls and women the opportunity to serve 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. Not only do they miss an intimate connection with the liturgy, but they are told that the 
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gifts they offer are not welcome.  In as much as the church can be the community within which 

one experiences God, this rejection, which can be quite painful, may become an impediment to 

the growth of that relationship. Their experience of the liturgy—the most intimate connection 

with God in this life—then becomes less than the ideal. 

3) Damage is done to the integrity of the Church.  Altar service is generally open to any and all 

boys, often regardless of any ethical or 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, the actual ministry of reader and sub-deacon is devalued.  The Church becomes an 

institution that says one thing but does another, damaging its integrity.   

Many theologians admit there are no good theological reasons for not allowing girls the 

opportunity to serve. Yet the Church remains either unable or afraid to act. It is as if the Body of 

Christ is paralyzed. A living and healthy Church welcomes all the gifts of its members. I want to 

be clear, I am not talking about the ordained presbytery or episcopacy. I am only addressing the 

issue of altar service for which we have a history of both male and female participation. 

4) The last reason that I will offer in the context of this paper 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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We rely on the bishops of the Church to keep the unity and integrity of the Church and its 

traditions.  But “integrity” does not mean “sameness.”  It means adherence to a code of values.  

Another meaning of "integrity" is "completeness."  In concern for the completeness of the 

Church on this issue, I urge the bishops to examine this issue in greater detail.  

 

Female Diaconate 

I would now like to turn to the female diaconate.  (The following remarks are part of a 

more in-depth presentation on the topic, including a history of the order and an examination of its 

restoration (both male and, in many cases, female) within faith traditions.)  

The Church is in the world to serve the community and draw us closer to God.  For over 

one thousand years, the Church ordained women as Deaconesses to function within the community 

in a ministry of service to one another in God’s love.  The link between liturgy and service is 

crucial to what it means to gather as Church in worship.  Liturgically, it is the deacon’s function to 

bring the people together and unite them in corporate prayer.  Liturgy is the work of the people of 

God for the entire world.  It is in our service to the other that we are united with them.  Our service 

to the other brings them with us to worship.  It is my hope that the Church will someday not only 

restore the ordained female diaconate, but revitalize the office, encouraging women to serve within 

the community and the Liturgy as Elisabeth Behr-Sigel, a noted French Orthodox theologian (of 

blessed memory), and others have said, in the “context of the culture and present requirements of 

the day.”
16

 

                                                 
16

 An Orthodox Diaconate for Women? Reported in Sobornost 23:1 (2001), pp. 60-63.  Henceforth: An Orthodox 

Diaconate for Women?    
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Although the diaconate in the Eastern Orthodox Church has remained an active ministry 

since apostolic times, its scope and function has greatly diminished since the fall of Byzantium.  

The male diaconate generally functions solely in the liturgical realm and, oftentimes, has become 

just a transitional stage to ordination to the priesthood.  The female diaconate has virtually 

disappeared.  There have been numerous attempts for over one-hundred and fifty years to 

reinstitute the female diaconate.  As early as 1855, the sister of Czar Nicholas I tried to restore 

the office.  Other prominent Russians also lobbied for its restoration, including Alexander 

Gumilevsky and Mother Catherine (Countess Efimovsky).
17

  According to numerous sources, in 

1905-06, several bishops, archbishops, and metropolitans of the Russian Orthodox Church 

encouraged the effort.  According to a report on the Consultation of Orthodox Women in Agapia 

in 1976, this issue was to be a major topic at the Council of the Russian Church beginning in 

1917, but due to the political turmoil in Russia at the time, the council’s work was not 

addressed.
18

  (It should be noted that other items on the agenda included adopting the use of the 

vernacular in the liturgical services and the reinstitution of the married episcopacy.)   

Other efforts were made in Greece.  On Pentecost Sunday in 1911, Archbishop (now 

recognized as a saint of the Church) Nektarios ordained a nun to the diaconate to serve the needs 

of the monastery.  A few years later, Archbishop Chrysostomos of Athens appointed “monastic 

‘deaconesses’ who were nuns actually appointed to the subdiaconate.”
19

 

More recently, the issue has been discussed at a number of international conferences for 

Orthodox women including Agapia, Romania (1976—at which its restoration was unanimously 

                                                 
17

 Gvosdov, Matushka Ellen, The Female Diaconate: An Historical Perspective, (Minneapolis: Light and Life 

Publishing, 1991), p. 49. 
18

 Ibid, referencing Tarasar, Constance J. and Irina Kirillova, eds., Orthodox Women: Their Role and Participation 

in the Orthodox Church (Report on the Consultation of Orthodox Women, Sept. 11-17, 1976, Agapia, Romania) 

(New York: World Council of Churches Press), p.27. 
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recommended), Sophia, Bulgaria (1987), Rhodes, Greece (1988), Crete (1990), Damascus, Syria 

(1996) and Istanbul (1997).  Furthermore, in July of 2000, after over a year of careful review of 

the subject, a formal letter was sent to the Ecumenical Patriarch by more than a dozen members 

of the Orthodox community in Paris, including such noted Orthodox theologians as Elisabeth 

Behr-Sigel, Fr. Boris Bobrinskoy, Oliviér Clément, and Nicolas Lossky.  The letter traces the 

history of the female diaconate and notes that the (Ecumenical) Patriarch himself has stated that 

there is “no obstacle in canon law [that] stands in the way of the ordination of women to the 

diaconate.  This institution of the early Church deserves to be revitalized.”
20

  It also states that 

the order should “involve more than a simple and archaeological reconstitution of the ancient 

ministry of the deaconesses …it is a question of its revitalization, in other words of its realization 

in the context of the culture and requirements of the present day.”
21

 

What would the deaconess do in the church today?  The question is generally preceded 

by the acknowledgement that the ancient deaconess assisted in the baptism of women, etc.  It is 

oftentimes assumed that since we no longer have many adult baptisms (infant baptism being the 

norm) that we no longer need deaconesses.  (Although a simplistic analogy, it is interesting that 

the same question is not asked of the male diaconate. i.e. Since we no longer need ‘table servers’ 

at the Eucharist (i.e. the Agape Meal), a function of the biblical diaconate, why do we need male 

deacons?
22

)  This issue has been discussed within Orthodox circles as well.   According to the 

report of the Crete consultation (1990), a deacon or deaconess could 

                                                                                                                                                             
19

 Kyriaki Karidoyanes FitzGerald, “The Characteristics and Nature of the Order of the Deaconess,” in Women and 

the Priesthood, Fr. Thomas Hopko, ed. (Crestwood, New York: St. Vladimir’s Press, 1983), p. 90 referencing 

Theodorou, Cheirotonia. 
20

 An Orthodox Diaconate for Women?, pp. 60-63. 
21

 Ibid. 
22

 In Greek, trapeza.  Although the word in the Biblical passage is usually translated as “table,” it can also be 

translated as “bank,” referring to the function of distributing food (and possibly other supplies) to the poor, elderly, 

those widowed, etc.  When the Eucharist was celebrated in the context of an Agape Meal, the function of the deacon 

was most likely as ‘table server.’  Subsequently, in the practice of the early church, the deacon (as an agent of the 
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lead people in prayer, give spiritual counsel, distribute Holy 

Communion where possible. [In addition] The renewal of the 

diaconate for both men and women would meet many of the needs 

of the Church in a changing world…catechetical work…pastoral  

relations…serving the same needs for monastic communities 

without a presbyter …reading prayers for special occasions, 

…performing social work …pastoral care …engaging in youth and 

college ministry …counseling …anointing the infirm …carrying 

out missionary work …ministering to the sick, …assisting the 

bishop or presbyter in the liturgical services….
23

 

 

The report concludes that a creative restoration of the diaconate for women, could lead in turn to 

the renewal in the diaconate for men as well.
24

 

Considerations for a Reinstituted Female Diaconate. 

A) The Liturgical Role of the Female Deacon. 

When discussing the reinstitution of the female diaconate, the question of her liturgical 

role, including her service within the altar area, often arises.  (It is my opinion, if this question 

were settled, we would currently have women deacons in the Orthodox Church.)  According to 

the Apology of Justin the Martyr (~150 AD), the ministry of the deacon was expressed in the 

liturgical celebration of the gathered Eucharistic assembly, 

…reading the gospel, leading the intercessions of the people, 

receiving the gifts of the people and ‘setting the table’ for the meal, 

serving the Eucharistic meal….[Moreover] the social service 

carried on by the deacons seems to be been rooted in the liturgical 

celebration.
25

 

 

                                                                                                                                                             
bishop) was responsible for distributing the leftovers from the Offering to the needy.  In later practice, the deacon 

and deaconess took communion to those unable to attend the liturgical assembly (e.g. the infirm).  
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As we have seen, the link between liturgy and service is crucial not only to the office of the 

diaconate, but to our understanding of what it means to gather as Church in worship.  It is in our 

service to the other that we are united with them.  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 says in her book, Women Deacons in the Orthodox Church, 

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.
26

 

   

B) The Need. 

But 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 the 2004 Pastoral Conference held at St. 

Tikhon’s Monastery in June of 2004.  In additional 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 

                                                 
26
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counseling, [hospital visits], office work, preparing and printing 

bulletins and schedules, parish mailing, aspects of parish 

administration: parish council meetings, budgets, agendas, PR, 

building committees, sunshine committees, yard work, etc. 
27

 

   

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

North and South America realized that there is 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. 

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.
28

 

 

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.”
29

  The diaconate is not merely 

a “stepping stone” to higher orders.  It is, as Dr. FitzGerald explains, “a full and parallel order of 

ordained ministry to which both men and women are called by God.”
30

 

C) Is an ordained ministry necessary? 

It is an unfortunate effect of clericalism that lay participation in our churches varies 

widely.  This is especially true of the participation of women.  The range of women’s 

participation in the life of the Orthodox Church can vary from diocese to diocese and even from 

parish to parish within each diocese. Still, many laywomen are already doing diaconal work in 

                                                 
27
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parishes.  Is ordination, then, necessary?  What does an “ordination” mean?  To begin to answer 

these questions, it is important to remember that we are all called to ministry within the Body of 

Christ.  Each of us is called to minister to others in our daily lives—we are all expected to teach 

others, especially those in our care; to be able to perform CPR on our neighbor, if necessary, for 

example.  And yet, we set apart certain people to do such tasks on a professional basis.  Unlike 

us, they must be trained in their profession and pass exams before we, as a society, confer a 

designation on them as “teacher” or “medical professional.”  Likewise, throughout history the 

Church has “set apart” those “consecrated for service.”
31

  There are theological reasons for 

blessing someone in ministry.   

[First,] Those who are set aside for ministry have the 

authority of the Church, but they are also integrated into 

and accountable to the Church. [There are no “loose 

wheels.”  This is a reciprocal relationship.  The Church is 

also accountable to them by providing support and 

preparation for carrying out diaconal ministries in its 

name.] 

[Second,] Setting aside a person by the Church is a way to 

affirm the fact that we, as a Church, are members of one 

another  

[and Third,] We believe that it is by the grace of the Holy 

Spirit that spiritual and pastoral gifts are enlivened.
32

 

 

Moreover, an ordination by the bishop who is the guarantor of the unity of the faith, is 

universal in scope.  The authority of the bishop is rooted in Jesus Christ and it is Christ who 

confers it by the Holy Spirit through the act of ordination.
33

  As Dr. FitzGerald acknowledges, 

“Ordination is not a right or a possession of anyone.  Rather, it is a profound acknowledgement, 
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by the Church, of God’s action in the life of a particular person who is called to serve Him and 

His Church in a distinctive and public manner.”
34

  

 The diaconate most closely manifests our ministry to the world.  It helps us bring all of 

creation into unity with God.  Unfortunately, our lives are often fragmented.  We are 

disconnected from those around us. A revitalized diaconate can help bridge this gap.  She (or he)  

can “interpret to the Church the needs, concerns, and hopes for the world.”
35

 

 

The Liturgy can give one a foretaste of the reign of God.  But it should also make one 

restless, as one realizes how far she (or he) is from that ideal for most of her (or his) life.  We all 

need to recognize our faults and limitations and move beyond them, striving to do the will of 

God “on earth as it is in heaven.”  A community whose members are hurt is deformed.  All of 

God’s people need to be church—a therapeutic, healing community.  It is then that experiencing 

the love of God more fully in this world as in the next will be open to all. 

_____________ 

Summary of Recommendations: 

1) Bless (and train) women as “readers.” 

2) Bless women (as well as lay men) as “preachers.” 

3) Formally open altar service in the liturgical assembly to women and girls. 

4) Ordain women to the diaconate, reinstituting (and rejuvenating) the order of the 

Deaconess. 
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