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Foreword: The Deacon as a Prophetic Sign

Anders Cardinal Arborelius, OCD

The treasures of tradition become alive for us in this book. So many saints and
theologians, and ordinary Christians of different denominations, have reflected
upon the role of the deacon. For us today, when the worldwide Church becomes
more and more aware of her ecumenical and synodal character and task, it is
essential to give more space for the mystery and reality of the diaconate in the
mission of the Church. The Bride of Christ as a whole has to reflect all the
aspects of Christ’s mystery. He came as a servant of our redemption and served
us during his entire life on earth, up to the Cross. The person of the deacon can
help all the members of the Church to see our need to become a more serving
community. As Christians of today’s global world, we have to learn to listen
more carefully to the various voices in the other ecclesial communities of dif-
ferent ages and nationalities in order to get a more universal and all-encom-
passing image – a wonderful icon, really – of the deacon as Vicarius Christi, as
the servant in whom Christ himself comes alive in order to serve us.
Increasingly, the Church has to learn to listen to what the Spirit has to say to

the churches in our time. In our secular, individualistic environment, the no-
tion of service becomes even more essential and necessary on all levels. Christ
the King needs to appear more as Christ the Servant in our modern societies.
The gospel can be more acceptable and understandable for many people in this
light of unselfish service. If evangelisation is to be fruitful, it often depends on
the way that the gospel is proclaimed. The authenticity and outreach of our
Christian faith depends on all of us and our will to serve rather than to be
served. The community of Christians must accept that it is no longer the ruling
and influential majority of our society. We are a little flock, a tiny and humble
reality, in the midst of non-believers. Just as the people of Israel in exile learnt to
look upon themselves and their vocation in a new way, we too as Christians in
our Western society have to accept our role to serve God and our fellow human
beings in a more hidden way, but simultaneously, in a more explicit and dedi-
cated way.
In our post-modern – and post-secular – society of today, the deacon, at least

in my opinion, has a providential and even prophetic task. Unfortunately, the
image of the priest has changed radically in the media and in the eyes of the
general public. Due to the scandals of abuse, the priest as such has become a



suspect and dangerous person in the eyes of many people. This tragic fact
makes it even more necessary to enhance and give more space to the deacon.
Caritas and Liturgia are essential pillars of our Christian faith and life. Our

life-style has to reflect this fact very faithfully. In the very person of the deacon,
these two notions are meant to be incarnated in a harmonious and evident way.
The deacon serving at the altar of the Eucharist is also serving at the altar of the
poor. The eucharistic celebration must continue and be followed up by the
service of those in need. The authenticity of our liturgy and of our personal
prayer-life – and our entire life as Christians – becomes real and visible through
our way of treating the poor. The deacon can remind us of this oft-forgotten
fact. When the deacon is assisting in a Catholic Mass, he proclaims the Gospel
and then tells the people of God two things: to give each other the sign of peace
and to go out in the peace of the Lord in order to bring his peace to all and
sundry. Pax Christi has its roots in the liturgical celebration, but it must also be
brought out and reach all the poor of the world. The deacon becomes the herald
and messenger of this twofold mystery, helping all of us to realise and under-
stand our vocation and to see how Liturgia and Caritas can be united in a
fruitful way in our personal life as well as in the life of the entire Church.
The deacon is a vivid image of Christ as Servant. He helps us to get a glimpse

of divine humility, a somewhat forgotten aspect of our faith. In my opinion, this
message must be emphasised in our contemporary situation. In order to evan-
gelise a world where God’s power and might is denied or not understood, we
have to stress the good news that God became man in Jesus Christ in order to
serve and redeem the entire human family. God’s humility that appears so
clearly in the humanity of Jesus can open up the eyes and hearts of those who
long for truth and mercy, often without knowing it themselves. The person of
the deacon somehow symbolises this hidden God who became man for us in
humility, in poverty. This kenosis of God, that became evident through the in-
carnation, can be proclaimed in many different ways. The task of the deacon in
Liturgia and Caritas – also called Diakonia in some contexts – helps us to
understand the mystery of our triune God more fully. Deacons keep the spirit
of divine service alive in the Church. They can also help the world to get a tiny
little glimpse of the real mystery of God, who humbled himself in order to
become one of us and save us. The fruitfulness of evangelisation of our modern
world often depends on how we can show this aspect of our God and his mes-
sage.
It is my hope that this book can help many readers to grasp the salvific and

latreutic meanings of the role of the deacon and discover some new and enrich-
ening aspects. Today we often speak about receptive ecumenism. We can learn a
lot from other Christian traditions and denominations. We can rediscover the
hidden treasures of each other and even realise that there is much more that we
have in common than that what divides us. The person of the deacon, reflecting
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Jesus and his humility, can become an apostle who in a prophetic way helps the
people of God on the way to a deeper and more spiritual unity between all his
children.
Simultaneously, the deacon can become an icon of the servant of God, of

Christ the Servant, in a secular setting. This book can enrichen us and inspire
us to discover new aspects and possibilities for our Christian mission in a so-
ciety that often seems reluctant to listen to the message of Christ. The figure of
the deacon can become a prophetic reminder of the Word Incarnate who came
to this world, not to be served but to serve the poor and destitute. We really
need this message of hope in our world where power and might seem to be
more important than anything else.

Anders Cardinal Arborelius, OCD
Bishop of the Catholic Diocese of Stockholm
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Finding Deacons and Deaconesses
in the Sources of Early Christianity

Bart J. Koet, Edwina Murphy, Esko Ryökäs

While ministry and leadership are fiercely debated topics in all kinds of differ-
ent theological discussions, the history of the diaconate, the office of a deacon or
deaconess, is an element that is largely overlooked.1 While in the Lima Docu-
ment on Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, the ministry of the Church is de-
scribed as having a threefold pattern of bishop–presbyter–deacon,2 the discus-
sion about ministry is often concentrated either on the first of these three – as in
the World Council of Churches document The Church3 – or on the second.4
While the diaconate is part of the hierarchy of the Catholic Church, it is not
commonly celebrated. Very concretely, this means, for example, that many
bishops celebrate the 40th anniversary of their priesthood, but not the 50th
anniversary of their diaconate.
In 2018, we published a volume on deacons in the first two centuries.5 It was

a first attempt to investigate as many (literary) sources of the diaconate as pos-
sible. Most reviews were positive.6 It seems to have met a need for a deeper and

1 For a comprehensive assessment of the various aspects of the phenomenon of deacons in
the early church, see Bart J. Koet, Edwina Murphy, and Esko Ryökäs, “Assessing the Role and
Function of the Assistant: The Deacon in the First Two Centuries of Christianity,” in Bart J.
Koet, Edwina Murphy, and Esko Ryökäs, eds.,Deacons and Diakonia in Early Christianity: The
First Two Centuries. WUNT 2 479 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2018), 3–14. That article dis-
cusses how philological, historical and exegetical research shows that the view that deacons
are primarily the social face of the church derives fromGerman, Protestant nineteenth-century
traditions rather than from a careful perusal of the early sources.

2 See https://www.oikoumene.org/sites/default/files/Document/FO1982_111_en.pdf, 22–
25.

3 In this document, “presbyter” and “deacon” are mentioned twice, as a part of the threefold
pattern, but “bishop” 16 times. The Church. Towards a Common Vision. Faith and Order Paper
214. WCC Publications (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 2013).

4 For example: Edward Schillebeeckx, The Church with a Human Face: A New and Ex-
panded Theology of Ministry (New York: Crossroad, 1985), focuses on presbyters and neglects
to some extent the role of bishops and, even more, that of deacons.

5 Koet, Murphy, and Ryökäs, Deacons and Diakonia.
6 To cite just a few: Augustiniana 69 (2019): 416–22 (David A. Lopez); New Testament

Abstracts 63 (2019): 548–49; Theologische Literaturzeitung 144 (2019): 1011–14 (Klaus Schol-
tissek); Journal for the Study of The New Testament 42 (2020): 126 (Bradley J. Bitner); Review of
Biblical Literature 5 (2020) (Ritva Williams); Revue d’histoire ecclésiastique (2020): 315–17
(Manuel Mira); Vigiliae Christianae 75 (2021): 329–40 (Ilaria L. E. Ramelli); Anaphora 15.1–



more systematic analysis of original source texts than had been usual in the
literature about deacons and ministry.7 The aim of this book is more modest
than that of the first book. We follow the same principal guidelines as in the
earlier volume, with a focus on primary sources. However, whereas the first
volume strove for a certain (if not complete) comprehensiveness, the character
of the second volume is different. There are so many sources from the third
century onwards in which deacons and, to a lesser extent, deaconesses are men-
tioned that it is impossible to examine all the literary and material sources.8
The character of this book is therefore that of a bouquet composed of various

flowers. The volume consists of a number of articles that cover some of the
important sources after the second century that, in one way or another, refer
to deacons and or deaconesses. Of course, there are articles about the duties of
deacons and deaconesses as outlined in church orders. It is these texts which are
regularly used in current discussions.9 There are also articles on how key
authors from both the East and West present deacons and their tasks in their
writings. One article is devoted to what the sources say about a particular dea-
con – Lawrence of Rome (although we do not have a similar chapter on Vincent
of Lérins). Another questions whether Ephrem the deacon was really a deacon
after all. In some cases, like that of Eusebius, deacons are more notable for their
(relative) absence rather than their presence. Beyond ecclesiastical authors, the
non-literary sources are also relevant for our knowledge of deacons as well as
insight on female deacons from the imperial constitutions from the end of the
fourth century. All these sources can give further understanding of what dea-
cons and deaconesses did in the various communities at that time, and in some
instances, what the writers understood diakonia (διακονία) to be.
However, in a bouquet, there are always some flowers missing. We are well

aware that many other early Christian authors could have spoken, and that we
have not included deacons in the apocryphal literature, nor the views of Basil

4 Bart J. Koet, Edwina Murphy, Esko Ryökäs

2 (2021): 159–63 (Angelo Di Berardino); see also https://readingreligion.org/books/deacons-
and-diakonia-early-christianity (Alistair C. Stewart, May 2020).

7 In the literature on deacons, some of the source texts have been presented frequently,
although the deacon is only referred to in a limited way (as, for example, in Justin Martyr).
Some other texts have been neglected completely.

8 Cf. Joseph A. Jungmann, The Mass of the Roman Rite: Its Origins and Development.Mis-
sarum Sollemnia. Trans. Francis A. Brunner (Notre Dame: Ave Maria, 2012), repr. of The Mass
of the Roman Rite: Its Origins and development.Missarum Sollemnia. Trans. Francis A. Brun-
ner (New York: Benzinger, 1951). In this book, which is a “Fundgrube” for the development of
the Eucharist through the centuries, there are 656 references to the role of deacons (including
archdeacons and sub-deacons). Many of the facts, even if only smaller details, show forgotten
sides of the role of deacons in the liturgy. In the collection of articles presented here, many of
those facts and details are not discussed, probably because Jungmann also discusses later per-
iods.

9 See only as a recent example Bernard Pottier, Le diaconat féminin: Jadis et bientôt. Le part-
Dieu 40 (Paris: Editions Lessius, 2021), 45–51.



the Great on the role and function of a deacon, nor an article on the diaconate
as an institution in Rome.10 That is partly because, as noted above, it is not
possible to be comprehensive given the range of sources, and partly because a
few authors were unable to fulfil their commitments, especially during the
COVID pandemic.11
The book is also a bouquet when we look at the diversity of the different

authors: Men and women, young and old, seasoned scholars and those earlier
in their careers, from different countries and different continents and with quite
different denominational backgrounds.
Perhaps it is also good to mention something about the value of these two

volumes. First of all, it is a matter of historical interest. Too often, it is not
recognised when a deacon is mentioned in an ancient source, or noted that
when deacons perform a particular task, it is precisely in their capacity as dea-
cons that they do so. We give two examples of how awareness of the existence of
the office of deacon can shed new light on ancient texts. Our first example is an
author who is not discussed in this volume, John Cassian (c. 360/370–435).12
He reveals at the end of his treatise On the Incarnation, Against Nestorius, com-
posed towards the end of his life, that John Chrysostom, the famous but later
exiled bishop of Constantinople, had ordained him. In his Dialogue on the Life
of John Chrysostom, chapter 3, Palladius mentions both “the presbyter Germa-
nus and the deacon Cassian”: when the crisis involving John Chrysostom had
erupted, Germanus and Cassian travelled to Pope Innocent I in Rome to plead
his case. Significantly, we also have Innocent’s testimony concerning these
events as he refers to the “priest Germanus and the deacon Cassian” in his
seventh letter. While both Columba Stewart and William Harmless relate Cas-
sian’s ambassadorial role to his famed bilingualism – he was fluent in Greek and
Latin – they do not link his bridge-building capacities to his identity as a dea-
con. It seems likely, however, that his ordination to the diaconate and his result-
ing mandate also contributed to his role as a go-between.13

Finding Deacons and Deaconesses in the Sources of Early Christianity 5

10 But see Lucreia Spera, “‘Regiones divisit diaconibus’: il ruolo dei diaconi negli apparati
amministrativi della Chiesa di Roma e la questione delle regioni ecclesiastiche” in Vittorino
Grossi, Bart J. Koet, and Paul van Geest, eds., Diakonia, Diaconiae, Diaconato: Semantica e
storia nei Padri della Chiesa, XXXVIII Incontro di studiosi dell’ antichità cristiana. Roma, 7–
9 maggio 2009. Studia Ephemeridis Augustinianum 117 (Rome: Augustinianum, 2010), 453–
88; cf., Ugo Falesiedi, Le diaconie: I servizi assistenziali nella Chiesa antica. Sussidi Patristici 8
(Rome: Augustinianum, 1995).

11 Articles from the Rome Collection that highlight aspects or authors that are less well
covered in this collection are for example Mario Girardi, “Il lessico della diaconia in Basilio di
Cesarea: fonti e rilievo” in Grossi, Koet, and van Geest, Diakonia, Diaconiae, Diaconato, 199–
216, and Rocco Schembra, “Ruolo e funzione dei diaconi nell’opera di Cesario di Arles” in
Grossi, Koet, and van Geest, Diakonia, Diaconiae, Diaconato, 351–72.

12 But see Roberto Alciati, “Diacono e diaconia nel monachesimo egiziano: la testimonian-
za di Cassiano” in Grossi, Koet, and van Geest, Diakonia, Diaconiae, Diaconato, 165–75.

13 We thank our esteemed colleague Dr Nienke Vos (Vrije Universiteit, Amsterdam) for this



The second example is a text by Gregory the Great, whomwe will meet in the
contribution of Arnold Smeets to this volume. Gregory was ordained as a dea-
con in 578. In a famous letter to Leander of Seville, Gregory refers to this
ordination in terms of sacri altaris ministerium. At a certain point in the letter,
he remembers his second ordination, that of bishop of Rome: “Postque hoc
nolenti mihi atque renitenti, cum grave esset altaris ministerium, etiam pondus
est curae pastoralis iniunctum”.14 However, probably because of a (not uncom-
mon) anachronistic view that the presbyter is theminister altaris, a recent Eng-
lish translation reads the altaris ministerium as the priestly ministry.15
A book like this can, of course, also be used to reflect on what the office of

deacon can mean in the various Christian traditions of today. For example,
there is a debate about whether the deacon belongs at the altar. Should he and
(often in the Protestant tradition, she) not be the one, for example, at the bed-
side of the sick? This is a position that was repeatedly upheld in Protestant
traditions.16 However, many Catholic theologians also seem to embrace that
position. In the latter tradition, however, this is somewhat against an important
law: lex orandi, lex credendi, because – as the results in the articles verify – at the
time of ordination to the post of deacon it is specifically formulated that he is a
minister altaris.17 This is precisely the term that, as we saw above, Gregory the
Great used to characterise his service as a deacon in Ancient Rome.
Of course, many questions remain unanswered: Was Lawrence an archdea-

con? Was Saint Francis indeed a deacon? What was the ordination of Radegun-

6 Bart J. Koet, Edwina Murphy, Esko Ryökäs

observation. She is currently working on a project on “spiritual formation” which focuses on
the Apophtegmata Patrum, John Cassian’s Conferences, and the dialogue on Benedict by Gre-
gory the Great. For Cassian as a deacon and his ambassadorial role, see Columba Stewart,
Cassian the Monk. OXHT (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 12–15, andWilliam Harm-
less, Desert Christians: An Introduction to the Literature of Early Monasticism (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2004), 374–77. For Palladius’s Dialogue, see Anne-Marie Malingrey and Phi-
lippe Leclercq, eds., Palladios: Dialogue sur la vie de Jean Chrysostom I. SC 341 (Paris: Cerf,
1988), 341–42. Innocent’s letter is discussed by Stewart, Cassian, 14 and note 114 on page 150
(cf. PL 20:501B/502B).

14 Ad Leandrum 1; CC 143, lines 23–25.
15 “To this already serious responsibility of the priestly ministry – despite my refusal and

active opposition – was later added the obligation of pastoral care” in Brian Kerns OCSO,
trans., Gregory the Great: Moral Reflections on the Book of Job, Volume I. Cistercian Studies
Series 149 (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical, 2014), 48. To be clear, in this letter there is no mention
of an ordination as priest but only as deacon and bishop, and thus this reference to “priestly
ministry” begs for an explanation.

16 For a description of differences between Protestant, Catholic, Anglican and Orthodox
traditions, see the introduction to the first volume: Koet, Murphy, and Ryökäs, “Assessing the
Role.”

17 Even now during ordination in the Roman Catholic Church, the deacon is characterised
as a minister altaris: “Do you resolve to conform your way of life always to the example of
Christ, of whose Body and Blood you are ministers at the altar?” (See for example: http://
cathedralphila.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/080_deacons12.pub_.pdf [21.10. 2021]).



dis and what was her task?18 What is an archdeacon? Why were there cardinal
deacons in the Roman Catholic Church for so long?19 And what does it mean
that Queen Elizabeth II wore a dalmatic during her coronation, the diaconal
robe par excellence? In the Orthodox churches, deacons have a more distinct
role in church life to this day. But what role? And in which church?20 We have
not attempted a sociological and theological assessment of the diaconate from
the first to the twenty-first century; rather, we present these articles on the early
church’s understanding, and the concluding reflections of one of the editors
(Bart J. Koet), in order to facilitate further research on the meaning, role, duties,
and theological profile of the deacon and diaconate in our time. That the prin-
ciple of shared leadership, which played such an important role in the ancient
Church, might also inspire current leaders may be an added bonus.

Finding Deacons and Deaconesses in the Sources of Early Christianity 7

18 Anne Burgsmüller, “Diakonin Radegundis (520–587): demütige Dienerin und mutige
Predigerin”, in Grossi, Koet, and van Geest, Diakonia, Diaconiae, Diaconato, 667–76.

19 The last cardinal deacon, who was never ordained into the priesthood, was Teodolfo
Mertel (1806–1899). It is therefore particularly strange that a quite recent book on the cardinal
calls him a layman (cardinal laico): see Pierantozzi Gaudenzio, Teodolfo Mertel: l’Ultimo Car-
dinale Laico (Siena: Edizione Cantagalli, 2016). It is one of many examples of a writer not
thinking carefully about what a deacon is.

20 John Chryssavgis, Remembering and Reclaiming Diakonia: The Diaconate Yesterday and
Today. (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 2009) and Kyriaki K. Fitzgerald,Women
Deacons in the Orthodox Church: Called to Holiness and Ministry (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross
Orthodox Press, 1998).
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Diakonia in Origen:
From Christ and the Angels to Men and Women

Ilaria L. E. Ramelli

1. Introduction: Methodological Guidelines and
Diakonos in Quotations of Jesus and Paul

The present investigation is based on a systematic study of all the occurrences of
διάκονος and the related verb διακονέω in Origen’s extant Greek works (the
verb has far fewer occurrences but is relevant to the notion of διακονία in
Origen, as we shall see), as well as in the Latin translations. Thus, it will be
possible to examine the ways in which Origen attributed diakonia to Christ,
Mary, the angels (including fallen angels), and human beings, and how he inter-
preted OT, NT, and early Christian references to diakonia.
Indeed, before focusing on Origen’s notion of diakonia applied to men and

women, it is important to point out that Origen, on the basis of Scripture,
attributed diakonia to Christ and the angels as well. The notion of diakonia is
predominantly expressed in Latin by the terminology of ministrare and minis-
terium. In Origen’s Latin translations, especially by Rufinus and Jerome, sys-
tematic research I conducted in 2021 returned 194 items for minister, ministra,
ministerium, and ministrare.1 In Origen’s extant Greek works, there are many
dozens of occurrences of διάκονος, διακονία, and διακονεῖν, as the parallel
research I carried out on the TLG reveals.2
Origen’s understanding of diakonos in Christianity basically corresponds to

the following meanings,3 although, as I shall show, it is also much richer: dia-

1 Brepols Library of Latin Texts, Series A (Turnhout: Brepols, 2021), http://www.brepolis.
net.

2 Here I do not take into account occurrences of διάκονος, διακονία, and διακονεῖν
meaning “servant”, “slave” outside a religious sense, e. g., of animals who serve human beings
in Cels. 4.54: τῶν ἀνθρώποις διακονουμένων ζῴων.

3 Listed by John Wijngaards, “Women Deacons in Ancient Christian Communities: Lea-
dership and Ordination,” in Joan E. Taylor and Ilaria L. E. Ramelli, eds., Patterns of Women’s
Ministry in Early Christianity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021), 195–210. On diakonia
in the NT, Philo, Josephus and Early Christianity, see Vittorino Grossi, Bart J. Koet, and Paul
van Geest, eds., Diakonia, Diaconiae, Diaconato: Semantica e storia nei Padri della Chiesa,
XXXVIII Incontro di studiosi dell’ antichità cristiana. Roma, 7–9 maggio 2009. Studia Ephe-
meridis Augustinianum 117 (Rome: Augustinianum, 2010), and Bart J. Koet, Edwina Murphy,
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