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What Is It?
Like the sacrament of marriage, the sacrament of holy 
orders is a life-long sacrament of service. Deacons, 
priests, and bishops are ordained into the holy orders 
as their vocation. Reasoning that Jesus chose 12 men 
as apostles and those apostles chose men to succeed 
them, the Roman Catholic Church reserves ordina-
tion for men. 

 ▶ Bishops oversee the local church in a particular 
diocese. They preside at the local cathedral, visit all 
the parishes in their diocese, and make adminis-
trative and staffing decisions. The bishop of Rome 
is the pope. He leads the worldwide church from 
Vatican City. 

 ▶ Deacons generally focus their work on some as-
pect of parish ministry: preaching, visiting the 
sick, presiding at baptisms, weddings, and funer-
als, faith formation, or social justice. Deacons may 
be "transitional," meaning they are deacons only 
for a short time as they prepare to become priests. 
In that case, becoming a deacon is a stepping stone 
to the priesthood. Other deacons are “permanent” 
deacons-men who serve as deacons but do not in-
tend to become priests. Permanent deacons may 
have careers outside of a parish, be married, and 
have children before they become deacons.

 ▶ Priests, which this handout focuses on, have the 
role that most Catholics are familiar with when 
they think of holy orders and ordination. They 
preach and preside at Mass, celebrate the sacra-
ments, and lead congregations in the faith. 

Priesthood in the Bible & Beyond
In the New Testament, the early Christians looked to 
the apostles and other respected elders to preside over 
their Eucharistic celebrations, which at first were 
just small gatherings with a meal in someone’s home. 
These leaders were chosen from among the communi-
ty. Their ordination consisted of the community pray-
ing over them and the apostles laying hands on them. 

As the years passed and the apostles and eye-witnesses 
to Jesus’ life died, these leaders continued the tradi-
tion of choosing more men from the community to 
continue in leadership roles. The tradition of “apos-
tolic succession” was born. Catholics believe that the 
current pope can be traced back all the way to the 
original apostle Peter. 

The leaders were called presbyters in Greek (translat-
ed to “priests”) or elders. The chief elder was chosen 
from among the presbyters and was called an episco-
pos, Greek for “overseer.” The episcopos developed into 
what we know today as a bishop.  A diaconos-mean-
ing “minister”-was usually put in charge of a particu-
lar ministry such as caring for the widows and orphans 
(Acts 6:1-6). The Bible doesn’t spell out a clear job 
description for these three offices, and it seems their 
responsibilities varied from location to location.

An Expansion
After Christianity became the official religion of the 
Roman Empire in the fourth century, bishops were 
seen as the central authority. They were administrators 
in local regions, as well as the primary teachers and 
preachers, publicists, and the ones who presided at the 
Eucharist. Priests and deacons continued to minister 
closely with them. 
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The Hierarchy Develops
As time went on, the bishops began to delegate more 
authority to the priests because they couldn’t fulfill all 
the responsibilities themselves. More and more priests 
served alone and were seen almost as substitutes for 
the bishop. 

Gradually, the church adopted the structures of the 
culture and politics of Europe. Precise rankings for 
the clergy with specific rights and responsibilities de-
veloped. The bishop of Rome, the pope, was the cen-
tral authority. Other bishops were the next most pow-
erful, with priests coming next, followed by deacons, 
members of religious communities, and then the laity. 

Slowly, even clothing distinguished those who were 
ordained from those who weren’t. The alb, chasuble, 
and stole that priests wear today come to us from 
medieval times when priests began wearing such vest-
ments. 

Priestly Celibacy
The requirement that Roman Catholic priests remain 
celibate today evolved over the centuries. The apos-
tle Peter, who we claim as the first pope, was mar-
ried. After all, Jesus healed Peter’s mother-in-law (Mt 
8:14-15)! In 1 Corinthians 1, St. Paul tells us he was 
unmarried at the time of his writing. He encourages 
virgins and the unmarried to remain like him if pos-
sible. At the same time, he is clear that celibacy isn’t 
possible or even desirable for everyone. In those cases, 
he supports marriage. The letter 1 Timothy states that 
bishops may be married only once (3:2) so we also 
have evidence of marriage among early bishops. Other 
historical evidence suggests that celibacy was optional 
in the first three or four centuries. 

Because the view that sex is impure emerged in the 
church and St. Augustine taught that original sin was 
transmitted through intercourse, the church began 
calling for celibacy as the ideal model for priests. 
Practically, many priests continued to marry until the 
First Lateran Council (1123-1153) forbade it. 

Today, celibacy is seen as a way for the ordained to 
have a greater focus on God and serving the church, 
"for the sake of the Kingdom."   

Married men are allowed to become priests in the 
Eastern Churches, and married Episcopal priests may 
convert to Catholicism and continue their ministry.

Holy Orders Today
As Christians, we believe that "Only Christ is the 
true priest" while all others are his ministers (Thomas 
Aquinas). All of the baptized are called to participate 
in Christ's mission as priest, prophet, and king. This is 
referred to as the "priesthood of all believers." 

Ordained priests differ in that their ministry is at the 
service of all believers and depends on Christ and his 
priesthood. By virtue of their ordination, priests act 
"in the person of Christ." They are called to represent 
Christ to the people and act on behalf of the whole 
church, especially when they preside at the Eucharist. 

Dig deeper: CCC: #1533-1600; CCA: Chapter 
20; Our Catholic Life: Book 5, Session 6.
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