“Nobody believes the priestly habit to be useless and lacking mystery... it is a question of external observances of man for those who are in the service of the things of God.”�





On the Clerical Dress of Deacons


Why deacons of the ancient, apostolic, orthodox and catholic Church wear clerical attire.





I.  The background for clerical attire





	Today in most Orthodox Churches deacons wear clerical attire practically identical to that of priests.  An exception to this is the practice of the Armenian Church where many deacons do not wear clerical attire.�  Whereas in the Latin Church deacons are given the right by Canon Law to wear clericals, the actual use of them varies.�  


	The practice of clerical dress developed in the Church between the fourth and ninth centuries as a means of helping clergy to be identifiable.�  A cleric� is defined as “a sacred minister who has been chosen by the competent ecclesiastical authority and who has been ordained to be a minister of the Church participating in the mission and power of Christ, the Pastor.”�  A distinction can be made between major and minor clerics, with major clerics being ordained within the bema or sanctuary and minor clerics� being ordained (or blessed) outside the sanctuary.�


	Attitudes towards clerical dress for deacons are partially influenced by differing understandings of diaconal ministry.  There are some in the Church, among both clergy and laity, who view deacons as nothing more than glorified choir members.  Regrettably, sometimes the life-style, actions and lack of theological training of some deacons, lends to this misconception.  Therefore, if one looks at the diaconate as a part-time ministry only engaged in on Sundays and within the confines of liturgical service, it is not likely that clerical attire would seem appropriate.  An example of this minimalistic view of the diaconate is the newly coined phrase “lay-deacon” which is an unfortunate misnomer and oxymoron.  “Clerics,” as noted above, are those who have received ordination.�  Deacon’s are partakers of major holy orders and as such are not to be counted among the laity.  As clergy, deacons are governed by different canonical laws than that of the laity.  Some make a distinction between “permanent deacons” and “transitional deacons” (i.e., those who are those en route to the priesthood), but there is no real canonical precedent for this.�  Diaconal ministry was never meant to be a private affair only engaged in on Sundays.  Rather, it is supposed to impact and penetrate the deacon’s entire life and influence all that he does, even influencing the way he performs his secular career and conducts his life in the home.  If one understands the diaconate in this fuller, historic sense, it is natural that clerical attire would be worn


	Certificates of Ordination for deacons and sub-deacons in the Armenian Church admonish the newly ordained cleric to “be faithful to the rules and canons of the Holy Apostolic Church for the glory of God.”  This begs the question, “What are the rules and canons of the Holy Apostolic Church” specifically regarding clerical dress?  Although today many deacons have dropped the practice of wearing clerical attire, it is not only traditional in the Catholic and Orthodox Churches for them to do so, it is traditional in the Armenian Church as well.  Let us look at these traditions a little closer.


	First, in the Latin Church tradition, the Catholic Encyclopedia provides the following comment on the traditional dress of clerics:





“[Clerics] must wear clothes suited to their state.  While the common canon law does not determine in every detail what the dress of clerics should be, yet many and various prescriptions on the subject are found in the canons, the pontifical constitutions, and the decrees of councils.  These ordain that the clerics are not to wear the dress of laymen.  They must abstain from gaudy colors, unbecoming their state.  The wearing of the cassock on all occasions, even in public, is prescribed for clerics living in Rome, and bishops may command the same in their dioceses.  In non-Catholic countries, synods generally prescribe that for public use the dress of clerics should be such as to distinguish them from laymen; that is of black or of a sober color, and that the so-called Roman collar be worn.  In private, clergymen are commonly required to wear the cassock.”�





Thus, in the Latin Church tradition, clerics were obliged to be identifiable by wearing clerical attire.


	Continuing to focus on the tradition of the universal Church, it can be noted that “from the 6th century onwards, beginning with the Council of Braga in Portugal in AD 572, the clergy were required to wear a ‘vestis talaris,’ i.e. a tunic reaching to the feet [the origin of today’s cassock].  They were to avoid the secular fashions of the laity.  The Quinisext Council or Council in Trullo of AD 692 stresses that the clergy shall wear suitable clothes either when traveling or when at home.  If the clergy refused to wear the appointed dress they were to be punished with an excommunication of one week.”�  Thus Canon 27 of the Council of Trullo states the following:  





“None of those who are in the catalogue of the clergy shall wear clothes unsuited to them, either while still living in town or when on a journey:  but they shall wear such clothes as are assigned to those who belong to the clergy.  And if any one shall violate this canon, he shall be excommunicated for one week.”�





	Considering the Canons of the Catholic Church, “The Code of Canons of the Eastern Churches states that ‘particular law is to be observed in regard to the attire of clerics’ (CCEC can. 387).  This is in continuity with previous legislation.  Unlike the Code of Canon Law for the Roman Church that makes exemptions for permanent deacons but not transitional deacons in regards to clerical attire, the CCEC includes all clerics [sub-deacons, deacons, presbyters and bishops] under the same prescription.  Thus the general law of the Eastern Catholic Churches does not exempt deacons from wearing clerical attire as is the case in the Roman rite (CIC can. 288).”�  Indeed, the Vatican’s authoritative Instruction for Applying the Liturgical Prescription of the Code of Canons of the Eastern Churches states, “As for the non-liturgical dress of the clergy, it is appropriate that the individual Churches return to the style of the traditional Eastern usage.”� 


	Then what was the traditional style of non-liturgical dress of clergy (of all ranks) in the Armenian Church?  As described above, distinctive clerical dress of deacons was also the traditional practice of the Armenian Church.  Maghakia (or Malachia) Ormanian, Armenian Patriarch of Constantinople in the late 19th century, attested to this when he commented on clerical dress in his day.  The Patriarch writes that deacons wore clerical attire that “scarcely differs from that of other ecclesiastics,” and added that deacons also wore “the pakegh, a kind of black cap without a peak, resembling the kamilavka of the Greek clergy” which priests of his day wore too.”�  A half century later, Archbishop Tiran Nersoyan commented on the clerical attire of his day, and reiterated the same view stating the cassock (Arm. verargoo) is “the clerical garb worn by all ranks of the clergy and at all times.”�  Hence it was common, up to a generation or so ago, to see photos on walls in Armenian Churches of parish deacons in full clerical attire.


	It is interesting to note that in Patriarch Maghakia’s day, deacons and minor clergy often had to procure secular employment just as deacons in today’s Church must do.  The patriarch also notes that it was not uncommon even for priests to engage in secular occupations for their sustenance.�  Due to this fact, he explains that these priests often exercised the option of wearing secular attire.  In addition, celibate priests of Patriarch Maghakia’s day wore black cassocks, while married priests sometimes wore cassocks of other colors to indicate they were non-celibate or secular clergy.�


	Thus it is evident from the universal as well as the particular Armenian Church tradition that deacons, like the other clergy, wore clerical attire.  According to Church canons, historic practice and tradition, deacons have an imperative to wear clerical attire whenever this is possible.  When this is impossible, deacons should take into consideration the Church’s historic practice which has long emphasized the importance of being identifiable as clergy.  This will be discussed further in the next section.





II.  The case for wearing clerical attire





	Some may wonder what the reasons are for wearing clerical attire.  This is succinctly explained by the Latin Church writer, Duane L.C.M. Galles.  In an article on the clerical dress of deacons, Galles writes:





“In recent years Pope John Paul II has pointed out that distinctive clerical dress is to be valued ‘not only because it contributes to the propriety of the priest in his external behavior or in the exercise of his ministry, but also because it gives evidence within the ecclesiastical community of the public witness that each priest is held to give of his own identity and special belonging to God.’”





Galles then applies this principle to all clergy...





“Besides symbolism, clerical dress also has its practical side.  Christ's faithful have the right to receive by the assistance of sacred pastors the spiritual goods of the Church.  By identifying them as clerics, clerical dress in practice assists clerics to fulfill their correlative duty to provide this assistance.  Thus, in a practical sense clerical dress enables Christ's faithful to identify clerics and thus secure from them the spiritual goods of the church to which they have a right.”�





Thus Galles alludes to three effects of wearing clerical attire -which every clergy member should consider.  They are: 1. Propriety, 2. Witness and 3. Identification.





1.  Propriety:  As Pope John Paul II states, clerical attire contributes to the propriety of the cleric in his external behavior.  Clericals serve as a constant reminder, to the cleric who wears them, of what an awesome ministry he has been called to and how his life must reflect this calling.  Clericals are the antithesis of today’s pseudo, comfortable Christianity.  The Church admonishes clergy to wear clericals because she knows anonymity often serves as a cloak for vice.   Very simply, a cleric who wears clerical attire is less likely to engage in sin and more likely to uphold and pursue a virtuous life.  It is interesting to note that ancient Church Canons levy heavy discipline for clergy who deny or conceal their clerical identity.�  An unwillingness today to be identifiable as a clergyman can be seen as opposed to the spirit of such canons.  Called to be witnesses and models of Christian life, clergy members should not shy away from being recognized as such due to a confused or false sense of humility.  Clergy members are called to stand up and be recognizable as servants of our Lord Christ and leaders of His Church.





2.  Witness:  Wearing clerical attire helps to manifest the sacred within the sphere of the secular.  What Pope John Paul II states above about priests may readily be applied to all clergy:  viz., they are public witnesses for God in the world.  As the Pope states, clericals aid that public witness.





3.  Identification:  The third important effect of clerical dress is that it makes the clergy easily identifiable for those who may need them.  Clergy and other religious (like nuns who are identifiable as such), often have the experience of complete strangers approaching and engaging them in discussions about faith in God.  Others may approach them for spiritual direction or for prayer.  This happens because these clergy and religious are recognizable as servants of the Church.  While living and working in the world, deacons should also be identifiable as clergy in order to further the effectiveness of their ministry.





	The decision whether or not to wear clericals is influenced by the circumstances a deacon finds himself in.  Most deacons, unlike priests and nuns, are engaged in secular employment for their sustenance.  Indeed, this is one aspect of the diaconate which makes it unique among the higher clerical ranks.  Most often, being a deacon involves being a clergy member while simultaneously living and conducting business in the world.  It is due to the fact that deacons are engaged in secular occupations that clerical attire is sometimes deemed inappropriate.  For instance, it would not be practical for a deacon who is a mechanic, a lawyer or a physician to wear clerical attire while engaging in his occupation.  Similarly it is not practical for a cleric (of any rank) to wear clericals while engaging in recreational activities.  Yet deacons, in order to be faithful to their vocation, must balance these considerations with the tradition and calling of the diaconal office and Church canons.


	If in a given situation wearing clerical attire is not practical because of one’s occupation, the three effects enumerated above may not be fully realized -yet the objectives of the Church canons can still be achieved.  For example, clericals help to ensure the cleric’s modesty and identification.  These two objectives can still be attained in the context of modern, secular apparel.  Modesty involves simplicity and humility.  Avoiding expensive, flashy clothes and jewelry is in keeping with clerical attire.  As for identification, a distinctive Cross can be worn either on a necklace or on a lapel to help make the deacon recognizable as a member of the Church’s clergy.  In fact, the widely prevalent “clerical collar,” although now used by western and eastern clergy alike, is in reality a western development and not part of historic eastern clerical attire.�  A plain black (or dark) suit can also be worn with a Holy Cross to accomplish the two ends mentioned above.  Thus even secular dress can be modest and allow one to be somewhat identifiable as clergy if one’s occupation does not allow for full-blown clericals.  This is in harmony with the deacon’s mission of living in the world as a member of the clergy.


	Particular dioceses of the Armenian Church in recent times may have issued directives against parish deacons wearing clerical attire as a result of deacons not being competent in theology and pastoral ministry.  This is a sad capitulation and departure from historic Church practice as well as the continued practice of other Eastern Churches.  If the diaconate of a given Church or diocese is truly in such a state of decline, rather than stripping deacons of their proper place among the recognizable clergy (afterall their ordinations are assumed valid), why not bring them up to their proper level of education and training.�  From this point on, it should be ensured that before a deacon or sub-deacon is ordained he has received the theological, canonical and pastoral training appropriate to his rank.  In addition to weekly liturgical service and demonstrable liturgical knowledge, all deacons current and future should trained in applied Orthodox theology and pastoral ministry.�  This would help to restore the diaconate to its proper place among the Church’s major orders and ensure its effective ministry of service to the Church.


	Today, distinctive clerical attire remains the most effective means of conveying propriety, witness and identification for clergy.  As an Eastern Catholic protodeacon writes, “The wearing of clerical attire reminds the deacon or priest to practice propriety, simplicity, poverty and humility in regards to his external behavior.  It is a witness within the assembly that this person has been set aside for service to God and the Church.  It also provides a witness and a sign in the secular world of the presence of God’s Kingdom and the Gospel message.  Clerics have not only the right but also the obligation to wear it with dignity and humility according to the received tradition of their own Church sui iuris.  And where an accurate observation of the tradition has fallen into disuse, a return to such a practice is obligatory.”  May Christ our God grant His deacon’s the grace they need to live the diaconate in the way He intended.





On the Feast of King St. Drtad, Queen St. Ashkhen & Princess St. Khosrovitookhd, 2008


(Revised on the Feast of St. Stephen the Protomartyr & Protodeacon, 2011)





-Rev. Sub-Deacon Lazarus W. Der-Ghazarian


Armenian Catholic Eparchy of U.S.A. and Canada


� St. Nerses Shnorhali, Encyclical letter, Jerusalem edition 1871, p. 53. 


� Transitional deacons in the Armenian Church (those on the way to the priesthood) do wear clericals.


� See the article: “The Dress and Address of Deacons” available at: http://www.deaconsplace.info/articles/dress_address.htm


� See article, “Clerical Attire, Vesture, Titles, and Precedence For Deacons, Hierodeacons, Protodeacons and Archdeacons According to the Byzantine Tradition” by B. David Kennedy, Protodeacon of the Eparchy of Toronto.


� Cf., The Rudder of the Catholic Orthodox Church,” commenting on Canon 2 of the Apostolic Canons, states “Clergymen, ordinarily and generally, are those who have been admitted to a priestly and ecclesiastical office by the laying on of hands of a bishop in any ecclesiastical rank from bishop on down to reader and cantor...”  It then goes on to give several examples.  The Rudder also adds, “Although Bishops, Presbyters, Deacons and Subdeacons are properly spoken of as being ordained, Readers and Cantors are said to be sealed,” pg. 4.


� Code of Canons of the Eastern Churches, Canon 323.


� Ibid., Canons 325 & 327.  In the Armenian Church, similar to the historic practice of the Latin Church, there are four minor orders:  Doorkeeper, Reader, Exorcist and Candlebearer.  These ranks are bestowed simultaneously.  Sub-Deacons are the fifth order and the transitional rank from minor to major orders.  Some (e.g., Latins and Armenians) came to consider sub-deacons partakers of major orders (cf. Sub-deacons, in the “Catholic Encyclopedia” by Robert Appleton Co., 1908, New York & Frequently Asked Questions on the Armenian Church, p.59).


� As a result of the influence of Protestantism, the word “Sanctuary” has become obscured and is now mistakenly used to connote the entire house of God.  This misunderstanding should be corrected by Orthodox and Catholics in order to make our liturgical texts and ecclesiastical writings intelligible.  Properly and historically the Sanctuary refers to the area immediately encompassing the Holy Altar.  In the Armenian Church this is on the raised Bema.  Thus the Sanctuary is the most holy place in God’s house or Temple (Arm., Dajar), as Orthodox Christians commonly refer to the Church’s building of worship.


� Its important to note that even those in minor orders are members of the clergy.  As the Vatican Instruction states:  “the minor orders... are inserted in the ecclesiastical Hierarchy according to the level of each one.  Whoever has received these orders, therefore, is no longer a lay person, but becomes a member of the what the liturgical books... call the ‘clergy’ or ‘Sacred Orders.’” Instruction for Applying the Liturgical Prescription of the Code of Canons of the Eastern Churches, #73.


� Also Archbishop Tiran Nersoyan mentions that there is no real canonical distinction between monastic and secular deacons, “Armenian Church Historical Studies,” p. 280.


� See article on Clerics, in the “Catholic Encyclopedia.”  Published by the Robert Appleton Company, 1908, New York.


� From the article: “Clerical Attire, Vesture, Titles, and Precedence For Deacons…” referenced above.


� Taken from, “The Rudder of the Catholic Orthodox Church,” p. 319.  Although this Council’s Canons are not included in the Corpus of Canons of the Armenian Orthodox Church, it certainly attests to the mind of the early, universal Church and has long been the adopted practice of the Armenian Church.


� From the article: “Clerical Attire, Vesture, Titles, and Precedence For Deacons…” referenced above.


� Instruction for Applying the Liturgical Prescription of the Code of Canons of the Eastern Churches, #66.


� “The Church of Armenia,” Malachia Ormanian, Published by the Canadian Diocese, pg. 169.  Ormanian also describes diaconal vestments stating, “[The Deacon’s] dress is the shabig (or alb), cut higher up, with the ourar, a stole over three meters in length and between ten and fifteen centimeters wide, ornamented with three crosses.  It is worn over the left shoulder, and its ends fall, both front and back, down to the feet.”


� “Vestments and Vessels used in the Divine Liturgy, from the Divine Liturgy of the Armenian Apostolic Orthodox Church with Variable, Complete Rubrics and Commentary,” by Tiran Abp. Nersoyan, Revised Fifth Edition.  The full text reads:  #45. “Verarku [pronounced Verargoo in Western Armenian] (Schema or Cassock) is a long vestment of plain black material with wide sleeves and ample body, without a waistline, coming down to the ankles.  It is slit and double breasted all along the front and has a collar band around the neck.  Verarku is the clerical garb worn by all ranks of the clergy and at all times.”


� “The Church of Armenia,” pg. 171


� Ibid., pg. 171. I.e., non-monastic.  This parallels the Russian Orthodox tradition of non-celibate “white clergy,” who likewise wore colors other than black.  See the article: “Liturgical Vestment Colors of the Orthodox Church,” available at:  http://aggreen.net/vestment/liturgical_colors.html


� See the article: “The Dress and Address of Deacons” referenced above.


� Canon 62 of “The Apostolic Canons” states:  “If any Clergyman, for fear of any human being, whether the latter be a Jew or a Greek or a heretic, should deny the name of Christ, let him be cast out and rejected; or if he deny the name of clergyman, let him be deposed; and if he repent, let him be accepted as a layman.”  From, “The Rudder of the Catholic Orthodox Church,” p. 107


� According to Rev. Protodeacon B. David Kennedy, “The clerical suit along with vest or shirt which dates from the late 19th century, and Roman collar which dates from the middle of the 19th century are not the traditional form of clerical dress in the [Eastern] tradition.  Deacons and presbyters should follow the example of the patriarchs and heads of the autocephalic churches and wear the traditional clerical attire of inner and outer rason along with the appropriate clerical hat”  (See his article referenced above).


� There have been times in Church history that priests were so theologically illiterate they were not allowed to preach.  Imagine if a bishop ordered all of these priests of his diocese to cease wearing clerical attire!


� Such a program exists in the Antiochian Orthodox Church of America:  The St. Stephen’s Course in Orthodox Theology.  See:  http://www.antiochian.org/638
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