HOLY ORDERS

“Keep watch over yourselves and over the whole flock of which the Holy Spirit has appointed
you overseers, in which you tend the Church of God that he acquired with his own blood.”
Acts 20:28 (NABRE)




Holy Orders is the sacrament through which the mission entrusted by Christ to His Apostles
continues to be exercised in the Church until the end of time. It is the Sacrament of Apostolic
Ministry, consisting of three degrees: bishop, priest, and deacon (CCC 1536).

Through the laying on of hands and the solemn prayer of consecration, the Holy Spirit confers
sacred power upon the recipient for the ministry to which he is ordained. This sacrament imparts
an indelible spiritual character, meaning it can never be repeated (CCC 1597).

Holy Orders as a Sacrament of Service

Holy Orders, like Matrimony, is a Sacrament of Service. It is directed toward the salvation of
others and the building up of the Church. Those who receive this sacrament are called to holiness
by serving the faithful, proclaiming the Gospel, and administering the sacraments.

Biblical and Historical Foundations

The roots of Holy Orders are found in the Old Covenant, where God established the priesthood of
the tribe of Levi to offer sacrifices and mediate between God and His people (Ex. 19:4-6; CCC
1539). This priesthood, however, was a foreshadowing of the New Covenant, fulfilled in Christ,
the eternal high priest, who offered Himself once for all on the Cross (Heb. 7:26; CCC 1544).

Christ shared His priesthood with the Apostles, instructing them to proclaim the Gospel, celebrate
the Eucharist, and forgive sins (Luke 22:19; John 20:22-23). This Apostolic ministry continues
today through the sacrament of Holy Orders.

The Three Degrees of Holy Orders

The ordained are called to a holiness of life and an attitude of humility that conforms them to
Christ, whose priesthood they share. The priest acts not only in “the person of Christ” (in persona
Christi), the Head of the Church, but also in the name of the Church when presenting to God the
Church's prayer, especially in the Eucharist.

Holy Orders includes three degrees: bishop, priest, and deacon, each with distinct roles and
responsibilities in the Church.

Bishops (Episcopate):

Bishops receive the fullness of Holy Orders, becoming successors of the Apostles and leaders
of the Church. The College of Bishops is the assembly of all bishops worldwide, united with
the Pope, who serves as its head. They are entrusted with teaching, sanctifying, and governing

the faithful in their dioceses. As members of the College of Bishops, they share in the universal
mission of the Church under the authority of the Pope (CCC 1555-1560).

Priests (Presbyterate):

Priests are united with their bishop in pastoral ministry. By their ordination, “they are united
with the bishop in priestly dignity and at the same time depend on him in the exercise of their
pastoral functions” (CCC 1595). Together with the bishop, priests form a presbyterium
(priestly community) and share in the bishop’s pastoral mission for a particular diocese or
parish. Priests are subordinate to their bishop, pledging obedience to him during their
ordination.

They proclaim the Gospel, celebrate the sacraments—especially the Eucharist—and shepherd
their parish communities. Acting in the person of Christ, priests mediate between God and His
people, bringing them spiritual nourishment and guidance (CCC 1595).

Priests act in the person of Christ (in persona Christi) specifically when celebrating the
sacraments, especially during the Eucharist, where they represent Christ as the head of the
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Church (CCC 1548). However, their priestly identity and mission extend beyond the liturgy.
In their daily ministry—preaching, providing pastoral care, offering guidance, and
administering other sacraments—they continue Christ’s work as mediators between God and
His people. Thus, while the liturgical celebration is the most explicit moment of acting in
persona Christi, their entire vocation reflects this role.

Deacons (Diaconate):

Deacons serve the Church through ministries of charity, proclaiming the Gospel, assisting at
liturgical celebrations, and performing works of service. The diaconate dates back to the
Apostles, who appointed men to assist in caring for the faithful (Acts 6:1-6; CCC 1570).

Deacons may be transitional, preparing for ordination to the priesthood, or permanent, serving
in their role for life. The permanent diaconate, restored by the Second Vatican Council, is open
to both married and unmarried men.

Eligibility and Ordination

Only baptized men may be ordained to Holy Orders, following Christ’s example of choosing men
as His Apostles. The Church teaches that this practice reflects divine will, not cultural norms, and
emphasizes the unique dignity and roles of both men and women in the faith (CCC 1577). The
Apostles, guided by the Holy Spirit, continued this practice by appointing men as their successors
(e.g., Acts 1:21-26, where Matthias is chosen to replace Judas).

Ordination is conferred only by a bishop, who continues the unbroken Apostolic succession. This
ensures that the sacrament is valid and that the ordained share in Christ’s priesthood (CCC 1556-
1558).

Key Effects of Holy Orders

1. Sacramental Grace: Strength to serve the Church faithfully, proclaim the Gospel, and
administer the sacraments.

2. Indelible Character: A permanent spiritual mark conforming the recipient to Christ’s
priesthood.

3. Mission to Serve: A call to humility and holiness in ministering to the people of God.
The Sacrament of Holy Orders is essential to the Church’s life and mission. It ensures the faithful

transmission of Christ’s priesthood through Apostolic succession, allowing the Church to fulfill
her mission of teaching, sanctifying, and serving the people of God until the end of time.



