Acolyte Ministry
Today’s Mass marks a significant development within our Archdiocese. 14 candidates for the Permanent Diaconate are today instituted in the Ministry of Reader or the Lectorate.

This is a permanent ministry, once considered one of the so-called Minor Orders, and generally reserved – historically – to clerics.  In practice these minor orders became steps towards major orders, namely the subdiaconate and the sacramental orders of the Diaconate and the Priesthood.  

In the Liturgical and Sacramental reforms following the 2nd Vatican Council, the minor orders were reduced from four to two, that of Reader and Acolyte, and opened to the laity. The functions of the subdeacon were absorbed by the Acolyte.

Many are the services and ministries exercised by the laity within the Church, and in society on its behalf. One such ministry is that of catechist which is undergoing development in our days.  Not all of these ministries however are considered as permanent in respect of those who exercise them and only a few people are instituted permanently as Readers and Acolytes.  The Church has considered it appropriate that all those who are to be ordained should be instituted in these ministries beforehand, and in exercising them learn how to perform them beneficially, and in so doing prove themselves suitable for the Sacrament of Orders.

We define the Sacraments as outward signs of inward grace ordained by Jesus Christ.  The sacrament of Orders comprises the diaconate, the priesthood and the episcopate. The Church sees them as being instituted by Christ in the call of the Apostles.
While we tend to think in the temporal order of the progression from the lesser to the greater, in the theological order the reverse is the case: the bishop, who enjoys the fullness of Apostolic power, confers on others by the laying on of hands those duties which can be shared in the service of the altar, in the administration of the Sacraments, in the proclamation of the Gospel and in the pastoral ministry of charity.

To priests is reserved the presidency of the Eucharist (and the power to confect the sacramental transformation of the bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ, by which his sacrifice is represented daily on our altars) and the presidency – if we can call it that – of the Tribunal of Penance (with the power to forgive sins).  The anointing of the sick is related to this office.

The deacon shares the remaining sacramental and pastoral duties of the priest.
In the Latin rite the priest remains celibate, as all bishops do in all the rites which constitute the Catholic Church.

There is a close connection between his celibacy and the sacrifice he offers “in persona Christi” – literally in the personhood of Christ.  

In referring to the Permanent Diaconate we mean to identify the state of those candidates for the Sacrament of Orders who will remain Deacons and not proceed to the priesthood – or the episcopate!

The Diaconate is one of the most ancient ministries of the Church, the Apostles themselves having elected and ordained the first seven as we read in the Acts of the Apostles. By laying their hands on these seven men “of good repute” they conferred on them part of the ministry which they themselves had received from Christ.
The permanent diaconate includes married men, though not men who may as deacons enter the sacrament of marriage.  To have married men in the sacrament of Orders is a new experience for Latin Catholics.  The men who stand before us today, both single and married, are intent on continuing their formation and studies so as to become fitting candidates for the Permanent Diaconate.  They will as such make a significant contribution to the spiritual, sacramental and pastoral life of this Archdiocese.  

They will extend the arms of the Archbishop and his priests in the care of the faithful and provide models of service to the laity.  We pray earnestly that they may receive the grace to persevere in their preparation and come swiftly to our aid.  May the Lord bless them and their sponsors in their generous oblation.
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