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“What is Holy Orders and Why is it Important?” 
The Sacrament of Holy Orders is one that we should never take for granted. For without it, we would have no physical representatives or signs of 
Christ’s authority on earth. Most importantly, we wouldn’t have Mass! While it is true that all Christians participate in the mission of Christ as Priest, 
Prophet, and King, the nature of what is referred to as the Common Priesthood (referring to the lay Christian faithful) differs from the nature of the 
Ministerial Priesthood (referring to what we would normally consider as a priest). The distinction is in the fact that the common priesthood has the 
responsibility of carrying out the mission of Christ by living a life of faith, hope, and charity. The ministerial priesthood is at the service of the common 
priesthood through “teaching, divine worship, and pastoral governance” (CCC 1592). Remember, the sacraments of the New Covenant are not only 
signs like they were in the Old Covenant. The sacraments in the New Covenant are efficacious signs, meaning they do what they signify. St. Ignatius 
of Antioch said that through the Sacrament of Holy Orders, particularly with bishops and priests, they actually become “τύπος του πατρος” 
(transliteration: tupos tou patros) – living images of the Father. In other words, “the presence of Christ as head of the Church is made visible in the 
midst of the community of believers (CCC 1549). The term most of us are familiar with is that the priest acts in persona Christi – in the person of Christ. 
Ultimately, there is one true Priest (with a capital P), and all ministerial priests are just that – ministers of the one true Priest: Jesus Christ.  
 
Christ, having full knowledge that he would be physically leaving the apostles soon, instituted this sacrament at the Lord’s Supper when he told his 
apostles to “Do this in remembrance of me.” (Lk 22:19). He needed to set up a structure or “order” by which the Church can have holy representatives to 
preserve his teachings, help govern over Christendom, and of course, to give the sacraments. Now, there are three degrees to Holy Orders: Episcopate, 
Presbyterate, and Diaconate. The episcopate consists of the bishops who contain the fullness of Holy Orders as a visible head within the Church 
(in each diocese) as an apostolic successor (CCC 1557). The presbyterate consists of the priests who essentially carry out pastoral functions as co-
workers of the bishop and the visible head (in each parish). The diaconate is a little different but is still considered as Holy Orders. While deacons are 
certainly ministers, they do not participate in the ministerial priesthood, but assist and serve the ministerial priesthood by helping with baptism, 
marriages, funerals, reading the Gospel, and even giving homilies. Note that since deacons are not part of the ministerial priesthood itself, they do not 
have authority to consecrate the Eucharist or to give any sacraments that are proper to the ministerial priesthood (e.g., Penance, Anointing of the Sick, 
etc.). Let me also dispel any potential confusion regarding the distinction between a transitional and permanent deacon. While the diaconate was 
established in the early Church, throughout the history of the Latin Rite, it evolved into one that was transitional in the sense that deacons were 
seminarians who would, for a period of time (similar to an internship) assume the role of deacon in preparation for the priesthood. This is still the 
case today, but the permanent diaconate was also brought back after Vatican II. Thus, we now have both the transitional and permanent diaconate.  

As a final thought on why those who receive Holy Orders must be male, it is because Jesus chose males as his apostles who were the first priests of 
the New Covenant. Similar to the fact that we cannot use orange juice to baptize, or consecrate a potato chip for the Eucharist, we cannot alter what 
Christ chose for the Sacrament of Holy Orders. Additionally, with priests being icons or perceptible signs of Christ himself, it is most proper that they 
be male just as Christ was and remains a man. Not to mention the symbolism that we come to understand with Christ being the bridegroom and the 
Church being the bride. In a similar sense, the priest assumes a role as a representation of the bridegroom at the service of the Church. 
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