Pope Francis wants to study idea of ordaining women as deacons
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VATICAN CITY (RNS) Pope Francis has said he wants to study the possibility of ordaining women as deacons,
astep that could for the first time open the ranks of the Catholic Church’s all-male clergy to women.

The order of deacons was reinstituted in the Catholic Church after the reforms of the 1960s, and while deacons
cannot celebrate the Eucharist like a priest, a deacon can preach at mass, preside at weddings and funerals, and
perform baptisms.

But in restoring the diaconate, the church also restricted ordination as a deacon to “mature married men” over
35.

Many protested that limitation, saying the earliest Christian texts also speak of “deaconesses’ and arguing that
the modern church should also allow women deacons.

St. John Paul 11 and Pope Emeritus Benedict XV were both theologically conservative pontiffs who said that
such amove was unjustified and could undermine the concept of the all-male priesthood.

But Francis said Thursday (May 12) that the matter should be given more careful consideration, telling hundreds
of nuns from around the world that he himself always wondered about the role of deaconesses in the early
church.

“Constituting an official commission that might study the question?’” he said in response to questions from some
of the sisters, according to various reports of the exchange. “1 believe yes. It would do good for the church to
clarify this point. | am in agreement.”

As Francisindicated, there are thorny and long-standing debates about who the deaconesses were and what they
did.

Francis noted, as many argue, that deaconesses played a different role in the early church from that of deacons,
an office established by the Apostles to focus on caring for widows and the poor so the Apostles could focus on
preaching.

That could mean that the papal commission could re-establish an order of female deacons that falls short of
actual ordination.

Or the commission could say thereis no justification for establishing the office of deaconess.

Francis has also repeatedly said—as he reiterated on Thursday—that he wants to see women assume greater and
more authoritative roles in the Catholic Church, but he does not want to “ clericalize” them.
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Much may depend on who is appointed to the commission. Francis said he would ask the Vatican's guardian of
orthodoxy, the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, for further information about the issue.

But the current head of that office, German cardinal Gerhard Mueller, has long expressed the view that ordaining
women as deacons isimpossible. So if Mueller is calling the shots on the commission, it could be a moot
discussion.

Then again, Francis has not always seen eye-to-eye with his own doctrinal chief.

Also, acommission could be away of either stalling on the issue, or it could be away for Francisto alow new
debate on atopic that seemed to be closed after a Vatican commission in 2002 ruled that “ deaconesses
mentioned in the tradition of the ancient Church ... were not purely and ssmply equivalent to the deacons.”

Whatever happens, the fact that Francis has opened the door to the debate and the possibility of ordaining
women makes it alandmark moment.

“Thisis not only an idea whose time has come, but areality recovered from history,” James Martin, a Jesuit
author, wrote on Facebook. “Their preaching at mass would mean that the church would finally be able to hear,
from the pulpit, the experience of over half its members. . . . Taken together, all thiswould be an immense gift to
the church. This news fills me with immense joy.”

The pope’ s announcement was al so welcomed by Kate M cElwee, co-executive director of the Women's
Ordination Conference, who described the move as a“huge step.”

M cElwee said she hoped the papal body would include both women and men and make use of the research
that has already been done on the topic: “I think it’ll be interesting to see who isincluded in the discussions.
There are alot of scholars outside of the Vatican who would be incredible resources.”

During a global meeting of bishops at the Vatican last October, a Canadian archbishop asked that the church set
up a process for ordaining women deacons, a proposal that seemed to go nowhere and was quickly opposed by
conservative commentators, arguing that it would lead to female priests.

Quebec archbishop Paul-Andre Durocher anticipated that criticism, telling Catholic News Service that “the
diaconate in the church’ s tradition has been defined as not being ordered toward priesthood but toward
ministry.”

A number of other scholars and theologians and even afew bishops and cardinals have agreed, and over the
years have kept the debate over deaconesses alive. Now their arguments will get an official hearing.



